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Joumeys oHhc Spiffl 



Hum.™ bcinys art, limiltri hy the 
physical Wprld, fcy the capacités Of thc b<-iiy and hy thc carthly 
laws of space and timc. Understandably. thcn, «an enduring belief 
hcld hy humankind is thnt si'me part of us ma y be capable of 
hrcaking thosc bonds, that a spiritual or emotional essence can 
travel outside the body. 

Underlying numerous philosophies and religions is the belief 
thaï the spirit and the body exist separately, and that the spirit or 
soûl survives after death but what of thc spirit during life? Is il 
possible for a spiritual Ibrm to journey outside the physical body 
and thcn retum? And if the spirit survives death, could it corne 
back in another body? Throughout history, respected men and 
women hâve rclatcd their own expériences and answered yes. 

These spiritual voyages are said to tnke one or three forms. 
During an out-of-body expérience, the spirit travels beyond the 
physical body for a short time and then rcturns. In a near death 
expérience, the spirit départs as if bound for thc next life but is 
drawn back into the still-living body. And spirits who appe.ar to 
hâve survived the death of one physical body and then corne back 
in another are said to hâve undergone réincarnation. 

The prominent Americans pictured above each reported a 
type of spiritual travel. Details of aviator Charles A. Lindbergh s 
out-of-body expérience, novelist Ernest Hemingw«ays near-dealh 
expérience, and General George S. Patton's recollection of previ- 
ous lives appear on the following pages. 
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nie Ghosfly 
Highfof (baltes A. 
Lindbergh 

f« r Charles A Lin J- 
bers;h. the m *t extm.'ïrdlnaiy m ments rf 
hîs 1 v27 transnthntlc flight may hâve taken 
place during the trip's twenty-second h» ur 
EnvcK pcil in a dtnst fog, slaring hlankly al 
the instrument panel, ftattling an >vcr- 
whdmmg desire to slce;. Lindbergh felt 
himself bec* ming as fermless as a glv'st 
‘I existe d mdepundently ; f time an-J mat 
Lr." ht fcCilled ncarly fifty years Inter I 
ftlt myself déport mg fr- m my bady as I 
imagine a spirit w* ukî départ cmanatlng 
Int i the c- ckpit. cxtendlng throuah the fuse¬ 
lage as th *ugh ne framc : r fabric walls were 
there, angling upw.ard. • utward, until I rc- 
formtd in .an awareness fnr distant fr>m the 
human f rm I left m a fast-Hving transatlan- 
tic pbnt Sut I rtmaintd c'nnecttd t-' my 
hody thrt-ugh a long-extendcd strand. a 
strand sn ttnu-’us thaï it cruld hâve S.en 
severed hy a breath ' 

LlnJ u trgh rt-alixed • thers would .atLrf'utc 
his out nf-body expérience to extrême fa 
ttgue, in his aut» biegraphy, the 3Viat< r rc- 
spnnded to that k>ic My visians," ht 
wrctc. "are tasily explaincd away thKugh 
reas'in. but the longer l live, the m «re limit- 
td I believt rati' n3lity tu bt " 












p§p|1 

w 


ttjt *’’&&. $ \ï' 





Itwasan if|rcssivc 
ly hot July night In lÿl F :">n the Italien fr» nt. 
ntar tht village *f Frasalta. 'nly the light 
frun tnemy fin? illuminâtes tht m>-n!css 
sky OueheS m a Sugout, Ernest Heming 
wny. a yung » ffictr wlth the U S Amlu 
lance Suring W.nrl i War I. listencS »n- 
ttntly I the staccato of small-arms a ni' 
nv rtar firt SuJSenly. he hc-arS a mortar 
shtll hurtling thr* ugh the air, an Instant Int- 
tr, dre exf'InScS anund him antî shra^<*l 
spllntered his legs In tht agrni2in$ 
mtms fnll» wing tht Hast. Hemingway httr 
t» W a f rienS. ht senscS his Sf irit Itavmg his 
hrSy, ns if m Senth 

Hemingway nls- Jescnî>eS his own nc ’r- 
Scath exptritnee in his IV29 n* vel. /. Fnrt 
mil Amis, m the episrSe In whirh tht Ile 
h *nnl FreStrie Henry Is w unScS l MeS1* 
Henthe l ut my hrcnth w» ulS n't C'-mt.'* 
says Henry in the n* vel ' I felt mystlf rush 
N^SIly out mystlf an'! nut and . ut anS • ut 
nnS ail the tlmc NSily in the winS l wtni 
out swiftly ail of myself. anS I knew I was 
JcaS anS that It HaS al! leen a mistakc t«" 
think y *u |ust SitS Then I fli ateS. nnS in 
sieml -f g''tng - n l felt mystlf sIISl hack l 
hrealheS nnS I w.ns knek ” 


Alaslc of 
Dcafh for Erncsf 
Hemingway 









IbcNany 
Incarnations ol 
GCOI&S. Paflon 


Lî]>îa>n G^tirgt S rat¬ 
ion had ncvcr bcfore visited Langres a 
smaü itmn m novthea^cm France Fui m 
IVirtnèrr 1917 havmg un armvd tooyxT 
aie a tank srtmni. the Amen* an newamor 
dedmrrf lhe «'fier of a Vod liaison officer te 
show hnn arrund the tmm. catv the rate o< 
a Roman nubtanr ramp Tftou don T havt 
to. Patim tr4d the surpnsed votmg man ! 
knrm it vrHl 

A blaurvti Micver in tnmjmsbifi Fa: 
tan fctt sure thaï he had heen U) France ht 
tor-as a Roman légionnaire As hc lcd the 
way thmugh the area, hc poented oui the 
sues ci the annent Roman tempes and am 
phtfhraur the dnfi ground. and the forum 
eren shtwnmg a spr< where hiSuxs Càt^u 
had rude «amp II «ras. Patlon Liirr told 
his nephew. as rf stmeonc were .il my ear 
whispmnj the directions 

Fafftm may hâve credArd his trrumumg 
mditary success in part, to havmg heen a 
sofcfier m rihrr hatdes. in part ftve* Ont e 
m Sonh Afnta durmg World War II. a Bnush 
pmeral i «wnpfcmertfed Patlon You wuukl 
hase made a gréai marcha! for Napoléon tf 
JwTd fived in die «ghuvnih tenhiry - Fat 
lor merrty grtnned But I «bd hc rrplied 
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CHAPTER 1 


Leaving lhe Body Behind 



ne autumn evening in 1910, Caroline Larsen lay in bed in Burlington, Ver- 
mont, listening as her husband rehearsed a Beethoven string quartet down- 
stairs with three other amateur musicians. She was drowsily enjoying the 
music when suddenly she was seized by a feeling of appréhension, as 
though she were about to faint. 

"I braced myself against it, but to no avail," she related later. "The 
overpowering oppression deepened and soon numbness crept over me until 

eveiy muscle became paralyzed_At first I heard the music plainly ... 

until finally everything became a blank .... The next thing I knew was that 
I, I myself, was standing on the floor beside my bed looking down attentively 
at my own physical body lying in it." 

As Mrs. Larsen gazed down at her face, pale and still as death, the eyes 
closed and the mouth partly open, she felt no horror or shock but instead a 
calm sort of curiosity. She looked around the room; everything appeared to 
be in perfect order—the table with books and trinkets, the bureau, dresser, 
chairs, the green carpet and red wallpaper with its pattern of urns and flow- 
ers, figures that she had so often counted when she lay sleepless. She 
glanced once more at her body in the bed, then walked slowly out the door 
and down the hall to the bathroom, where there was a large mirror. 
"Through force of habit," she recalled, "I went through the motions of tum- 
ing on the electric light, which of course I did not actually turn on." But there 
was no need: From her face and body emanated a strong whitish light that 
illuminated the room brilliantly. 

"Looking into the mirror I became aware for the first time of the aston- 
ishing transformation I had undergone," she continued. "Instead of seeing a 
middle-aged woman, I beheld the figure of a girl about eighteen years of 
âge. I recognized the form and features of my girlhood. But I was now infi- 
nitely more beautiful. My face appeared as if it were chiseled out of the 
finest alabaster and it seemed transparent, as did my arms and hands when 
I raised them to touch my hair .... But they were not entirely translucent, 
for in the center of the arms and hands and fingers there was a darker, more 
compact substance, as in X-ray photographs. My eyes, quite strong in the 




physical body, were piercingly keen now .... My hair, no 
longer grey, was now, as in my youth, dark brown and it fell 
in waves over my shoulders and down my back. And, to my 
delight, I was dressed in the loveliest white shining garment 
imaginable-a sleeveless one-piece dress, eut low at the 
neck and reaching almost to the ankles." 

Mrs. Larsen had lost track of the music while studying 
herself in the mirror. But now she heard the discordant 
strains of a Mendelssohn violin concerto being played bad- 
ly. "I knew at once that the Frenchman was playing the so¬ 
lo/' she recounted. ''It was a habit he always indulged while 
the music was being changed on the stands. 

But, as always, he played it out of tune. As 
usual I felt disgusted and for the moment for- 
getting ail about myself I muttered angrily 
'Oh! I wish my husband would tell that 
Frenchman to play that concerto in tune or 
not to play it at ail.' " Fortunately, the quartet 
soon resumed its Beethoven. The music 
soothed Mrs. Larsen, and she was struck by a 
splendid idea. She would go downstairs and 
show off her youthful beauty before the men. 

How admiring they would be. 

"Turning away from the mirror I walked 
out into the hall," she continued. "Enjoying in 
anticipation the success of my plan, I stepped 
on gaily. I reveled in the feeling of bodily light- 
ness .... I moved with the freedom of 
thought." The music sounded lovelier than 
ever as Mrs. Larsen started down the stairs. 

But her hopes were soon dashed: "Just as I 
came to the little platform which divides the 
stairway into two flights, I saw, standing be¬ 
fore me, a woman spirit in shining clothes 
with arms outstretched and with forefinger 
pointing upwards .... She spoke to me stern- 
ly, 'Where are you going? Go back to your 


body!'.... I knew instinctively—that from this spirit's com- 
mand and authority there was no appeal." 

Reluctantly heeding the command of the unknown 
spirit, Mrs. Larsen turned and ascended the stairs to her 
bedroom. "My physical body lay there," she said, "as still 
and lifeless as when I left it. I viewed it with feelings of 
loathing and disappointment. I knew that I would soon 
hâve to enter it again, no matter how ugly it seemed to me 
or how much I shrank from it." But there was no time for 
reflection. "In another instant I had again joined with my 
physical form. With a gasp and a start, I woke up in it." 

Caroline Larsen was by no means the 
first, and will certainly not be the last, person 
to feel the core of his or her self split off from 
the physical body. Such out-of-body expéri¬ 
ences—or OBEs, as they are familiarly 
called-have been recorded since the begin- 
nings of history by many people in ail manner 
of cultures in every part of the world. 

No particular ethnie group or nationality 
seems greatly more prone to OBEs than oth- 
ers. They occur among Tibetans as well as 
Icelanders; as commonly among the French 
as among Russians, Britons, and Americans; 
and they hâve been widely recorded among 
the primitive peoples of Bornéo, Africa, and 
Oceania. Nor does any individual occupation 
appear to bring forth many more OBEs than 
another—though numerous Creative writers 
claim to hâve undergone OBEs and hâve de- 
scribed them vividly. The German poet Goe¬ 
the, for example, underwent a number of out- 
of-body expériences, as did D. H. Lawrence, 
Aldous Huxley, Arthur Koestler, Emily Brontë, 
Guy de Maupassant, and Jack London, to 
name only a few. 

Yet for every wetl-known person who 





has been involved in an OBE, there are thousands of ordi- 
naiy men and women-like Caroline Larsen-who hâve felt 
themselves carried along on some sort of fantastic psychic 
voyage. Certain circumstances seem to favor OBEs: sleep 
and dreaming, hallucinogenic drugs and general anesthet- 
ics ( and very serious illnesses or close encounters with 
death itself. People who hâve been on the brink of death or 
even clinically dead, only to retum to life, often claim to 
hâve experienced a type of OBE that is referred to as a near- 
death expérience, or NDE. And then there is reincarnation. 

O ne might speculate, if the soûl can voyage outside 
the body in life and survive death, then could it 
not be rebom in another body? The idea of réin¬ 
carnation, as ancient as civilization, is being pur- 
sued by ardent researchers using the techniques 
of twentieth-centuiy science. Indeed, the whole phenome- 
non of psychic voyages is today the subject of scientific 
scrutiny, though there are many members of the academie 
community who recoil at the very mention of the word sci¬ 
ence in connection with such things. 

The critics dismiss psychic voyages-OBEs, NDEs, ré¬ 
incarnation, and the rest-as dreams or hallucinations or 
even fraud. Proponents, on the other hand, firmly hold that 
genuine out-of-body expériences entail a far greater sense 
of reality than has been demonstrated by ordinary dreams 
or hallucinations, both at the time of the expérience and in 
retrospect. Moreover, say the advocates, the patterns of 
psychic mind-travel are ail so amazingly similar and occur 
among so many completely unrelated people in such di¬ 
verse places and walks of life that the phenomenon is un- 
likely to be the mere dreams or hallucinations of a relatively 
few susceptible people. 

To the contrary, one student of OBEs, Dr. Eugene E. 
Bamard, has estimated that 1 out of every 100 people expé¬ 
riences an actual OBE at some time during his or her life- 
time. Others suggest that the incidence might be as high as 
15 or 20 percent. 

Another psychic researcher, Dr. Charles T. Tart, has 
written: "Because of its apparently universal distribution 


across cultures and throughout histoiy, out-of-the-body ex¬ 
périences constitute what the psychiatrist Cari Jung termed 
an 'archétypal' expérience—an expérience potentially avail- 
able to many members of the human race simply by virtue 
of being human." 


OBEs were frequently reported in ancient civilizations. The 
Egyptians believed that each individual possessed an astral, 
or spiritual, second body in the form of a bird with a human 
face; at death, this astral body, called ba, departed the phys- 
ical body but hovered close to it. In sixth-centuiy Greece, a 
mystic known as Hermotimus of Clazomene was said to 
travel widely in the spiritual realm, leaving his physical self 
behind in his wife's care. One day, weary of these lengthy 
absences, she asked two of Hermotimus's acquaintances to 
hide the body temporarily in hopes of 
scaring her husband into remaining at 
home. Unhappily, the two so-called 
friends secretly detested Hermotimus. 

They burned his body, leaving his soûl 
to wander aimlessly forever. 

In Old Testament times, the 
prophet Elisha was said to hâve exer- 
cised his out-of-body powers by voyag- 
ing through the air into the bedroom of 
a hostile Syrian king, there to eaves- 
drop on the king's military plans; thus 
did the Israélites thwart a Syrian attack 
on their homeland. 

In the Christian era, the appear- 
ances of the resurrected Jésus are 
sometimes offered as evidence of out- 
of-body phenomena, and a number of 
Catholic saints hâve been said to travel 
out of their bodies. For example, the 
story is told of a day in the year 1226, 
when Saint Anthony of Padua was 
preaching in a church in Limoges, 

France; suddenly, the saint remem- 


The ancient Egyptians thoughtofthe 
astral body, or ba, as a birdlike spirit 
with a human head. In this paintingfrom 
about 1250 B.c., the ba has left the phys¬ 
ical body but hovers close above it. 
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bered that he was also supposed to be reading the scripture 
at a monastery some distance away in another part of Li¬ 
moges. Saint Anthony quietly drew his hood over his head 
and knelt in silence for several minutes, while the church 
congrégation waited in reverent patience. In those mo¬ 
ments, the saint materialized among the monks at the mon- 
astery and read the appointed lesson. He then vanished. 
Meanwhile, at the church, Saint Anthony returned to his 
kneeling body and resumed his sermon. 

Similar épisodes were reported to involve Saint Sev- 
erns of Ravenna, Saint Ambrose, and Saint Clement of 
Rome. And in 1774, Saint Alphonsus Liguori was said to 
hâve collapsed after celebrating Mass, remaining uncon- 
scious for twenty-four hours. Upon awakening, he related 
that he had been présent at the deathbed of Pope Clement 


XIV in Rome. His news, and the exact time of the Pope's 
demise, were later confirmed by a papal envoy. Moreover, 
those présent at the Pope's bedside stated that they had 
seen Alphonsus among the grieving company, praying for 
the dying pontiff. 

As with churchmen, there was widespread agreement 
among early European peasants that the soûl flew out of 
the body and traveled around freely during sleep. Such be- 
liefs gave rise to the folklore of a body double that was 
something like the ancient Egyptian ba: It was known as 
doppelganger in German, vardger in Norwegian, tasiach in 
Scottish, and fetch in Old English. Such beliefs persisted in 
the background of Western culture until the nineteenth cen- 
tury, when the entire range of similar phenomena became 
the focus of a broad popular interest in what was known as 


















Spiritualism, a religion that focused on communication with 
the deceased. The basic tenet of Spiritualism was that ail 
people survive death as ghostly entities with spécial pow- 
ers. In their new life, these entities evolve toward spiritual 
perfection in a world of inconceivable beauty and pleasure, 
and they can communicate their expériences to the living 
through médiums in séances. 

Starting in the early 1850s, Spiritualism came to flow- 
er throughout the United States and Europe; at one point 
there were scores of médiums and 40,000 confirmed Spiri- 
tualists in New York City alone. In addition, many people 
embraced the idea of ghostly survival without formally be- 
coming Spiritualists. But numerous frauds were exposed on 


both sides of the Atlantic, and responsible investigators 
quickly realized that they would hâve to subject the whole 
notion of spiritualism to serious, methodical scrutiny if they 
were to lend it credence. Thus, in 1882, a circle of eminent 
Victorians in and around Cambridge University founded the 
Society for Psychical Research, or SPR, "to investigate that 
large body of debatable phenomena designated by such 
terms as mesmeric, psychical and spiritualistic, without 
préjudice or prepossession of any kind, and in the same 
spirit of exact and unimpassioned enquiry which has en- 
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Throughout histoiy, artiste from many cul¬ 
tures hâve sought to depict the mystery of 
the astral body. Some examples include 
(from left) a soûl being carried ojfby the Fu¬ 
ries in an andent Etruscan wali painting; a 
hum an figure and its radia ting aura in an 
eighteenth-centuiy Navafo cave painting; 
two views of astral voyagers in the works of 
nineteenth-centuiy British pointer Hemy 
Corbould and earîy twentieth-century lrish 
poet and pointer G. W. Russell; and a con- 
temporary drawing of a shaman's magical 
flight by Eskimo artist Jessie Oonark. 


abled science to solve 
so many problems." The SPR at- 
tracted some of the most notable personages of 
the day: Arthur Balfour, who would later become Britain's 
prime minister; the philosopher Henry Sidgwick; his wife, 
Eleanor, who had achieved the extraordinaiy distinction for 
a woman in that era of being named principal of one of the 
Cambridge colleges; and the notable physicist, Sir Oliver 
Lodge, who had embraced Spiritualism and sought to corn- 
municate with his dead son. Together they had the social 
and intellectual influence to carry out psychical research 
without serious concern for their réputations. 

In 1886, SPR members Edmund Gurney, Frédéric 
Myers, and Frank Podmore collaborated on Phantasms of 
the Living, a monumental two-volume tome that was three 
years in the making. It cataloged an enormous number of 


cases—702 ail told. Most of the cases involved so-called cri- 
sis apparitions, or appearances of the dead at or immediate- 
ly after the moment of death. Such events are not consid- 
ered, strictly speaking, to be manifestations of true 
out-of-body expériences. However, there were a number of 
other occurrences in which apparitions of living people had 
reportedly been seen far from where their physical bodies 
were known to hâve been, and even cases where people 
claimed to hâve actually and purposely willed their discar- 
nate selves to appear in the view of others. 

In one such incident, a member of the society reported 
that he had once paid a visit in spirit form to the bedroom of 
two lady friends who lived three miles from his own house. 
Later, he said, he leamed that his friends had been more 
than a little startled by the sight of him standing at their 
bedside in evening dress. 

After due deliberation, the authors of Phantasms con- 
cluded that although it was quite common to receive a pow- 
erful mental impression of distant persons-perhaps 
through the supernatural power of telepathy, or mind read- 
ing-the actual persons had not truly traveled out-of-body. 
But others who had studied similar phenomena reached a 
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different conclusion; they firmly believed that out-of-body 
expériences did ( in fact, occur. 

The French researcher Adolphe d'Assier, for one, the- 
orized that people's physical bodies contain doubles that 
are real, physical entities but composed of a more subtle 
matter than flesh. According to d'Assier, these doubles can 
départ the body, and they survive it in death. Eventually, a 
number of other researchers, among them Frédéric Myers 
himself, became believers and concluded that there was 
overwhelming evidence for survival of the spirit after 
physical death. Myers wrote of it in Human Personality and 
Its Survival of Bodily Death, an enormous unfinished work 
published in 1903 after his own death. He also concluded 


that "self-projection''-his term for astral trav- 
el—is "the one defmite act which it seems as 
though a man might perform equally well be- 
fore and after bodily death." 


The explorations of the British SPR were aug- 
mented by those of its American counterpart, 
the American Society for Psychical Research, 
which was founded in 1885, three years after 
the original. Together the two societies gath- 
ered an astounding amount of anecdotal mate- 
rial supporting OBEs. Spiritualism offered ready 
explanations for these occurrences, which fit 
loosely within traditional Christian theology. 
But other enthusiasts in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries developed entirely 
new religious Systems in order to explain them. 

One of the most famous—and assuredly 
most controversial—of these Systems was The- 
osophy. Its founder, Madame Helena Petrovna 
Blavatsky, was a Russian spiritualist who had 
wandered around the world and through a 
number of bigamous marriages before arriving 
destitute in New York in 1873. She found her life's calling 
through a chance meeting with Colonel Henry Olcott, a law- 
yer and joumalist who was also a spiritualist. Olcott was 
greatly impressed with Madame Blavatsky's apparent pow- 
ers; with his financial backing the two of them launched the 
Theosophical Society in 1875. 

The term theosophy was taken from the Greek words 
for god and wisdom. The society would be composed, 
wrote Madame Blavatsky, "of Iearned occultists ... and of 
passionate antiquaries and Egyptologists generally. We 
want to make an experimental comparison between Spiri¬ 
tualism and the magic of the ancients." 

What followed was often a bit odd, even by the some- 
times zany standards of the day's more ardent spiritualists. 
In one "experimental comparison," for example, a group of 
fervent Theosophists subjected a cat to a mild electrical 


The eminent British physicist Sir Oliver Lodge-shown here 
with his secretary in 1936-was an early member of the Society for 
Psychical Research. His interests centered on the spiritual realm. 
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An eager student of Eastem religion, Madame 
Helena Petrovna Blcrvatskyfounded the Theosophical Society in 1875. 
She had a lively interest in astral travel. 



shock. The cat rose some distance into the air, leading the 
experimenters to décidé that lévitation was electrical at its 
root; hoping to help the animal achieve total weightless- 
ness, they increased the current. Sadly, they reported, "the 
poor cat suddenly expired." 

The Theosophical Society attracted few followers in its 
first years. But in 1877, Madame Blavatsky published Isis 
Unveiled, a study of the occult inspired, it was claimed, by 
astral visions. Colonel Olcott reported, "Her pen would be 
flying ... when she would suddenly stop, look into space 
with the vacant eye of the clairvoyant seer ... and begin 
copying on her paper what she saw." 

The book Isis Unveiled painted its author as a woman 
of tremendous learning, versed in a vast body of 
ancient spiritual truths. Disembodied spirits 
had been an intégral part of the lost religions 
of antiquity, advised Madame Blavatsky, and 
these religions had involved much higher 
spiritual forms than those the “showmen" 
of modem times were producing at their 
séances. She suggested that she had ac- 
cess to these unseen but powerful be- 
ings and that she had been chosen by 


them to mount a revival of primai truths in the modem world. 

Among these alleged truths—and a central tenet of 
Theosophy-was that human beings exist on many planes 
besides the purely physical one. One of these levels is the 
astral body, a ghostly reproduction of the physical self that 
can travel far and wide outside the physical body. Every- 
one's astral body journeys during sleep, according to Ma¬ 
dame Blavatsky, but the truly adept can will their astral 
bodies out of their physical selves by means of what she 
called astral projection. Moreover, those who are expert in 
the astral arts are able to see other people's astral bodies in 
plain daylight. They appear as multicolored halos around 
the physical body and reveal the essence of each personal- 
ity through a range of colors. 

The book achieved a modest success, and 
the society gained something of a following. 
Yet when hostile critics incessantly scoffed 
that it was ail nonsense and published accu¬ 
sations of fraud along with unpleasant sto- 
ries about Madame Blavatsky's background, 
she and the colonel decided to take the move- 
ment to India, where, as she put it, "no 
one will know my name." 


For centuries, the pineal gland has been 
considered by some to be a third eye-the point 
where spirit and body foin. In this 1962 
interpretive painting ofthe head of Minerva, by 
Mihran K. Serailian, the pineal gland (shown at 
the center in deep blue)—radiâtes an aura that 
encompasses the pituitaiy gland (in red); the 
combinedforces of these two glands are 
allegedly responsible for true spiritual illumina¬ 
tion. During out-of-body travel, a silver cord 
émana tin g from near the third eye supposedly 
links the spiritual self to the body. 


But once she was in India, the Blavatsky name was 
soon known well enough. So intriguing were her ideas and 
so hypnotic was her personality that Theosophy gained a 
considérable following among both Indians and British co- 
lonials. Much of Madame Blavatsky's renown was based on 
a sériés of allegedly miraculous phenomena, including a 
number of magically appearing letters that were, she said, 
"précipitated" by a race of immortals that lived in the Hima- 
layas. Blavatsky claimed to be the pupil and devoted ser¬ 
vant of these savants, who were known as Mahatmas, or 
Masters. Before long, her movement had spread back west- 
ward, with branches sprinkled throughout England, France, 
and other European countries. In the year 1884, Blavatsky 
and Olcott traveled to Europe to meet their new disciples; 
while they were there, they went before the Society for Psy- 
chical Research in order to présent evidence of the marvels 
they had observed. 

Whether favorably disposed or skeptical, the SPR dis- 
patched Richard Hodgson to India to investigate the pair's 
daims. His report was devastating. He stated flatly that the 
so-called Mahatma letters were fraudulent, the resuit of 
some clever conjuring on the part of Madame Blavatsky. 
The lady, concluded Hodgson, could be described "neither 
as the mouthpiece of hidden seers, nor as a mere vulgar 
adventuress; we think she has achieved title to permanent 
remembrance as one of the most accomplished, ingenious 
and interesting impostors of histoiy." 

ndaunted by the appraisal of the Society for Psy- 
chical Research, Madame Blavatsky spent the bet- 
ter part of her remaining years in England, lecturing 
to her still loyal followers and writing constantly. In 
her last book, a major work entitled The Secret Doc¬ 
trine, she laid out a complex occult System that involved, 
among many other things, a process of spiritual évolution 
through reincarnation. 

Whether or not Madame Blavatsky was a charlatan, 
the essence of her System—that there was a psychic self 
which could travel outside the body-was remarkably con¬ 
sistent with the mass of OBE testimony. Whatever her 


faults, she provided welcome explanations to many psychic 
voyagers bewildered by their alleged expériences. 

Most of those expériences appeared to be spontane- 
ous, once-in-a-lifetime events. But there were a few indi- 
viduals who claimed that they traveled out of their physical 
bodies on a regular basis and that they could evoke such 
expériences at will. 

The first such frequent out-of-body voyager in recent 
history was an Englishman named Hugh G. Calloway, who 
would later chronicle his OBE exploits under the pseudo- 
nym of Oliver Fox. Born in 1885, he was a sickly, high- 
strung child going from one illness to another-"It's the 
croup again," were the first words he recalled having 
heard-and prone as well to intense dreams and night- 
mares. Calloway was very young when he began to develop 
his apparent psychic powers. His dreams always started the 
same way, with small blue or mauve vibrating circles "re- 
sembling a mass of frogs' eggs," as he put it. Then the cir¬ 
cles would turn into either small glass inkpots, in which 
case the night would pass relatively peacefully, or tiny grin- 
ning faces with piercing blue eyes, in which case the child 
would suffer a nasty nightmare. "Thereafter, I performed a 
feat of childish magic," said Calloway. "When the empty 
circles came I would give the command, 'Let it be ink- 
stands!' for I confused the pot with the stand in those days. 
Sure enough, the little glass pots would appear and there 
would be no nightmare. But I had to be very quick or the 
grinning faces would get in First." 

When Calloway was thirteen, he lost his mother, and 
his father followed her to the grave within six months. The 
youth, who had always feared death, then underwent a 
change of attitude and turned inward. "Beyond the grave, I 
should surely meet my mother," he remembered musing, 
"and that thought robbed the mysterious next world of 
most of its terrors and greatly stimulated my interest in the 
after-life. Beautiful Mother, big omniscient Daddy-where 
were they now?" 

As he grew more mature, Hugh Calloway's dreams be- 
came more vivid and complex. "Most of them were obvi- 
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ously a more or less nonsensical mix-up," he recalled. Now 
and then, however, he would hâve prophétie dreams, but 
these involved only trivial things. On occasion, he would 
also hâve historical dreams, set on a grand scale, dreams in 
which he was not a participant but a spectator. And when 
he dreamed of his mother, the visions "were so charged 
with her fragrant atmosphère that on waking it seemed as if 
1 had only just left her presence." 

Calloway also began to hâve what he termed ''dreams 
of knowledge," in which he actually understood that he was 
dreaming. One night at Southampton University, where he 
was studying electrical engineering, he dreamed that he 
was standing on the pavement outside his dormitoiy. His 
impressions were strong, and he was sure that he was 
awake, until he noticed that the stones in the pavement, 
which in reality were laid perpendicular to the curb, were 
now placed parallel to it. Instantly, he realized that he was 
dreaming, and the realization filled him with an exquisite 
sense of freedom and power. 

Calloway claimed that he went on to expérience many 
of these so-called dreams of knowledge, in which the real¬ 
ization that he was dreaming allowed him freedom of ac¬ 
tion in them. He could command himself to rise off the 
ground, glide at a height of 100 feet, and pass through 
walls, although he was always eventually called back to his 
body by some unknown force that made his head ache 
when he attempted to resist it. 

One night, Calloway finally defied that force by willing 
himself to remain in a dream until, with a curious click, the 
pain vanished, and he knew that he was at last entirely free 
of his physical self. The trouble came, he related, when he 
tried to get back into his body and could not. With a mighty 
effort, he finally willed himself back, only to discover to his 
horror that he could not move a muscle. Finally, by concen- 
trating on raising a single finger, he managed to overcome 
the paralysis, queasy but determined to continue what he 
called his "experiments." 

To be sure, the vast majority of Calloway's expéri¬ 
ences were impossible to verify, since they were based 



solely on his own testimony. But he did report several oc¬ 
currences involving other psychic travelers, who in tum tes- 
tified that their expériences coincided with his. Two of his 
college friends shared his interest in such matters, and one 
night the trio decided to meet out-of-body on the university 
commons; Calloway and one of his friends made the psy¬ 
chic rendezvous, both dreaming that they had met the other 
at the appointed place that night. 

On another occasion, one of Calloway's early sweet- 
hearts, named Elsie, reportedly came to his room ajgjm ap¬ 
parition the night after he had chastised her for doubting 
the reality of his journeys^ Calloway had called her a 
"narrow-minded little ignoramous," and so the young lady 
determined to show him who the real ignoramous was. 
That night Calloway saw in his bedroom a large egg-shaped 
cloud of intense bluish-white light, in the center of which 
stood Elsie, in a nightgown and with her hair loose. "She 
seemed perfectly solid as she stood by a chest of drawers 
near the right side of my bed," said Calloway. "Thus she 
remained, regarding me with calm but sorrowful eyes, and 
running her fmgers along the top and front side of a desk 
which stood on the drawers." 

Calloway could neither move nor utter a word; that 
same paralysis he had experienced previously had set in. 
''At last, I broke the spell," recounted Calloway. "Rising on 
one elbow, I called her name, and she vanished as suddenly 
as she had corne." 

The following evening, by Calloway's account, he met 
Elsie, and she exclaimed, "I did corne to you. I really did. I 
went to sleep, willing that 1 would, and ail at once I was 
there. This morning I knew just how everything was in your 
room." And Elsie, who had never seen Calloway's room nor 
discussed its layout, proceeded to describe it ail in perfect 
detail, including the fact that Calloway had been lying, eyes 
open, on the left side of a double bed and seemed dazed. 

"I hâve never ceased being grateful to dear Elsie for 
being 'wicked' just for once," wrote Calloway. "Truth to 
tell, though a few of my friends were sympathetic, the world 
refused to be impressed by my great discoveiy .... When I 
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tried to get into prmt, one editor actually insinuated in 
polite-nasty fashion that mouse-like flying quadripeds in- 
habited my campanile." 

Bats in his belfiy or not, Calloway continued his inves¬ 
tigations and adopted Madame Blavatsky's Theosophy as 
his theoretical model. Like the Theosophists, he believed 
that most of his travels took place in the astral plane 
through the vehicle of his astral body. He claimed to hâve 
leamed the technique of "skiying," or rising through the 
higher planes of existence, but was frightened by one trip 
that seemed to take him to the edge of outer space, where 
he encountered an awe-inspiring succession of concentric 
circles of light. Calloway also reported that he had learned 
how to indug^a trance without falling asleep and that he 
had eventually perfected a way of leaving his body through 
what he called his pineal door. (The pineal gland, located 
deep within the brain and thought by sonne to be the seat of 
the soûl, has long been regarded as the organic component 
of out-of-body expériences.) 

C alloway's psychic travels took him farther and far- 
ther afield. Once, he wrote, he found himself in the 
middle of a glittering oriental city with omate ba- 
zaars and an immense sculptured black éléphant in 
a kneeling position. On another occasion, while he 
was attempting an ambitious out-of-body journey to a Ti- 
betan temple, he fell into what first seemed to be an endless 
darkness and silence until he discovered himself in a terri- 
fying torture chamber, bound naked to a rack and bleeding 
from wounds and bums inflicted by robed interrogators 
who were trying to force him to renounce his true identity. 
He refused, and was immediately cast back to waking life in 
his physical body. 

In recording his expériences, Calloway suggested sev- 
eral methods for achieving OBEs, including how to make a 
dream of knowledge ("send the body to sleep while the 
mind is kept awake") and how to pass through the pineal 
door ("concentrate upon an imaginary trap-door within the 
brain"). He hastened to add, however, that OBEs were not 
for eveiybody: "No one with a weak heart should seek prac- 


tical acquaintance with the phenomenon of séparation; and 
veiy excitable, nervous people would do well to leave the 
subject alone." 

During the 1920s, Calloway wrote accounts of his 
OBEs for a British psychical journal; in 1938, using his 
Oliver Fox pseudonym, he published his expériences in 
book form. By then, however, his work in the field had been 
ail but eclipsed by the testimony of a young American 
named Sylvan Joseph Muldoon. 

Born in about 1903, Muldoon was an avid student of 
the occult. In 1927, he read in a book by the noted British- 
born psychical researcher Hereward Carrington that a 
Frenchman named Charles Lancelin had written nearly ail 
that was known about the subject of astral projection. Mul¬ 
doon quickly fired off a letter to Carrington, informing him 
that he, Muldoon, could fill a book with material unknown 
to Lancelin. Intrigued, Carrington was soon collaborating 
with Muldoon on a book about the young man's expérienc¬ 
es entitled The Projection of the Astral Body. Published in 
1929, the book caused a mild sensation among the relative- 
ly small coterie of OBE enthusiasts. 

By Muldoon's account, his introduction to out-of-body 
expériences had occurred when he was twelve years old. 
His mother, who was an active spiritualist, had taken her 
young son with her to a Spiritualist Association camp in 
Clinton, Iowa. In the dead of his first night there, Muldoon 
awoke with a start. "I was powerless," he recalled. "My en- 
tire rigid body (I thought it was my physical, but it was my 
astral) commenced vibrating at a great rate of speed, in an 
up-and-down direction, and I could feel a tremendous pres¬ 
sure being exerted in the back of my head .... Then the 
sense of hearing began to function, and that of sight fol- 
lowed. When able to see, I was more than astonished: I was 
floating in the air, rigidly horizontal a few feet above the 

bed-Involuntarily, at about six feet above the bed ... I 

was uprighted and placed standing upon the floor of the 
room-Then I managed to turn around. There was an¬ 

other 'me' lying quietly on the bed. My two identical bodies 
were joined by means of an elastic-like cable which extend- 
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These photographs from the late 1890s, 
alîegedfy cap tu ring an OBE of a French 
psychic known as Madame Lambert, were 
early attempts to prove the existence of the 
astral body. One picture (below) seems to 
reveal a faintfy human outline; the other 
shows only a vague mass—supposedly 
caused by swaying of the astral bo<fy. 


ed across the space of probably six feet which separated us on to expérience literally hundreds of projections, he said. 


— My first thought was that I had died during sleep.” 

The disembodied Muldoon drifted into the room 
where his mother was sleeping and tried to shake her 
awake. But his hands passed right through her—and 
through the bodies of other people he attempted to rouse. 
The child began weeping and wandered around for another 
quarter of a hour until he was pulled back into his body by 
his cable, or cord. "At the moment of coincidence/' he later 
wrote. "every muscle in the physical body jerked, and a 
penetrating pain, as if I had been split open from head to 
foot, shot through me. I was physically alive again, as 
amazed as fearful. I had been conscious throughout the en- 
tire occurrence.” 

Aller recovering from his initial shock, Muldoon went 


The most remarkable took place in 1924, when he was 
twenty-one. He had gone out for a walk after supper, feel- 
ing listless and lonely, and had soon returned home, where 
he went to his room, locked the door, and threw himself on 
his bed. Soon his body began to turn numb, and he knew 
that a projection was coming on. 

Moments later he felt his body rise up, at first horizon- 
tally off the bed, then rotate into a vertical position, which 
enabled him to move around freely. After he roamed 
through his house for a bit, he went outside and was sud- 
denly carried away at fantastic speed to a strange place, a 
farmhouse, where he found four people together in a room. 
One of them was a pretty young girl of about seventeen; she 
was sewing something and Muldoon saw that it was a black 
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dress. He moved forward until he was directly in front of the 
girl. He watched her sew for a short while, then went 
around the room looking at the furnishings. At that point, it 
occurred to Muldoon that he had no legitimate reason to be 
there, so he took one last glance around and left, shortly 
afterward reentering his body back home. 

Some weeks later, according to Muldoon, he encoun- 
tered the girl of his projection. He asked her where she 
lived, and she quite properly told him that it was none of his 
business. Whereupon young Muldoon described her home 
in précisé detail, both outside and in. What the young lady 
said to that was not recorded. At any rate, she and Muldoon 
became fast friends, and he visited her home, which was 
fifteen miles away, a number of times; and Muldoon 
claimed that he recognized eveiything he had seen on his 
astral excursion. 

Whereas Calloway advised caution, Muldoon in his 
writings urged readers to attempt out-of-body travel. His 
suggested techniques for inducing OBEs included tiying to 
be fully conscious at the moment of falling asleep and 
seeking to invoke a dream that involved rising, flying, or 
ascending in an elevator. Muldoon also believed that 
most people expérience subtle OBEs without ever realizing 
it: Actions like fainting or twitching when on the verge of 
sleep he regarded as examples of partial séparation of the 
double from the body. 

Muldoon and Carrington later collaborated on another 
book that explored numerous OBEs and many aspects of 
projection, and their works were probably the most widely 
read of the field's literature through World War II. Since that 
time, the best known of the putative astral travelers has 
been Robert Monroe, a former advertising executive who 
daims to hâve experienced his first out-of-body expérience 
in 1958, at the relatively advanced âge of forty-three. In ev- 
eiy respect, Monroe was a perfectly normal and unexcep- 
tional American businessman: college educated and mar- 
ried, with children, a level-headed man with no serious 
vices or peculiarities. His only "unorthodox activity," as he 
put it, was "my expérimentation with techniques of data 


learning during sleep-with myself as the chief subject." 

Monroe suspects that these learning experiments- 
which involved listening to audiotapes while he slept- 
might hâve had something to do with his first OBEs. His first 
inkling that something unusual was happening came one 
Sunday after brunch, when he was seized by what he de¬ 
scribed as "a severe, iron-hard cramp, which extended 
across my diaphragm or solar plexus area just under my rib 
cage. It was a solid band of unyielding ache." Monroe 
thought it might be food poisoning, but none of the other 
family members felt ill. The cramp lasted from 1:30 in the 
aftemoon until about midnight, when Monroe fell asleep 
from pure exhaustion. It was gone the next moming, and 
except for some soreness, there were no aftereffects. ''In 
retrospect," said Monroe wryly, "perhaps it was the touch 
of a magic wand—or a sledge hammer." 

hree weeks later, according to Monroe, again on a 
Sunday afternoon, he experienced another touch of 
that magic wand-or whatever it was. He was re- 
clining comfortably when a ray, a beam of some 
sort, seemed to corne out of the sky and strike his 
body, causing it to vibrate violently. "I was utterly power- 
less to move," reported Monroe of the incident. "It was as if 
I were being held in a vise." The vibration lasted only a few 
seconds, then faded. 

Nine times during the next six weeks the same vibra¬ 
tion retumed-always when Monroe was lying down to rest 
or sleep-and faded away when he fought himself to a sit- 
ting position. On one occasion, he claimed, the vibrations 
developed into a ring of sparks, with Monroe's body being 
the axis in the center of the ring. "The ring would start 
at the head and slowly sweep down to my toes and back to 
the head, keeping this up in regular oscillation," said Mon¬ 
roe. "When the ring passed over my head, a great roaring 
surged with it, and I felt the vibrations in my brain." 

Monroe anxiously consulted his family doctor, who 
assured him that he was not entering the first stages of 
schizophrenia. On the chance that some physical ailment 
might be at the root of his singular symptoms, Monroe un- 
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derwent a thorough medical examination; he was not an 
epileptic, showed no signs of brain tumor, and was in fact 
perfectly healthy. The doctor suggested that he ease off 
working so hard, get more sleep, and lose some weight. 

The vibrations continued. One night, as Monroe lay in 
bed, waiting for them to pass, his arm brushed the floor, 
and he pressed his fingers against the rug. They went right 
through to the floor; Monroe pushed harder and his fingers 
penetrated the floor to the area below, where he felt a 
small chip of wood, a bent nail, and some sawdust. 

Next, Monroe found that his whole arm was through 
the floor and that he was splashing his hand in water. 

To put it mildly, Monroe was perplexed. "1 was 
wide awake,” he would recall. "I could see the moon- 
lit landscape through the window. I could feel myself 
lying on the bed, the covers over my body, the pillow 
under my head, my chest rising and falling as 1 
breathed. The vibrations were still présent, but to a 
lesser degree." Monroe wondered in awe, "How could 
I be awake in ail other respects and still 'dream' that 
my arm was stuck down through the floor?” 

Monroe mentioned his expérience to a psycholo- 



gist friend, who agreed that it was a pretty convincing 
daydream—if that was what it was. Half jokingly, he sug¬ 
gested that Monroe eut a hole in the floor to find out what 



ln his 1929 book, Projection of the Astral Body, 
self-proclaimed psychic voyager Sylvan Mul- 
doon (left) used these illustrations to show the 
path taken by the astral body during projection. 
First (clockwise from above), the spirit disen¬ 
gages and floats slightly above the physical 
body; then it rises horizontalîy and moves 
away, becoming upright. For the astral body's 
retum to the physical self, the process is 
reversed and the twoforms reengage. Through - 
out the projection, the bodies are linked by an 
elastic silver cable. 


was down there. 

About a month later, the vibrations 
came again, and after a moment, Mon- 
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roe became aware of something pressing against 
his shoulder; it was smooth and he thought that it 
was the wall. But as he looked around him, he real- 
lized that it had no Windows, no fumiture against it, 
no doors. "It was the ceiling," said Monroe. "I was 
floating against the ceiling, bouncing gently with 
any movement I made. I rolled in the air, startled, 
and looked down. There, in the dim light below me, 
was the bed. There were two figures lying in the 
bed. To the right was my wife. Beside her was 
someone else .... I looked more closely, and the 
shock was intense. I was the someone on the bed!" 

Monroe was stunned. "Here I was, there was 
my body. I was dying, this was death and I wasn't 
ready to die. Desperately, like a diver, I swooped down to 
my body and dove in. I then felt the bed and the covers, and 
when I opened my eyes, I was looking at the room from the 
perspective of my bed." 

The next time he saw 
his psychologist friend, a con- 
cerned Monroe told him 
about his Iatest expérience 
and said that he was not 
ready to die. "Oh, I don't 
think you'II do that," the 
psychologist reassured him 
calmly. "Some of the fellows 
who practice yoga and those 
Eastern religions claim that 
they can do it whenever they 
want." "Do what?" inquired 
Monroe. "Why, get out of 
their physical body for a 
while," the doctor replied. "They claim they can go ail over 
the place. You ought to try it." 

Indeed. In the years to corne, Monroe would 
dedicate himself to exploring OBEs as thoroughly 
and systematically as he could. He kept detailed 
records of his alleged joumeys, complété with véri¬ 
fiable information-insofar as that was possible- 
about the places he had visited. 

Monroe claimed to hâve traveled in three dif¬ 
ferent dimensions, which he designated as Locales 
I, II, and III. Locale I was the world as everyone 
knows it, and Monroe's travels usually took him to 
relatively familiar places close to home. Locale II 
was a different stoiy altogether. 

Monroe had some difficulty describing it, and 
chose his words carefully. He began by stating, 
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"The best introduction to Locale il is to suggest a 
room with a sign over the door saying, 'Please 
Check Ail Physical Concepts Here.' " He went on 
to describe its immensity: "Locale II is a non- 
material environment with laws of motion and 
matter only remotely related to the physical 
world. It ... has depth and dimensions incom¬ 
préhensible to the finite, conscious mind. In this 
vastness lie ail of the aspects we attribute to 
heaven and hell, which are but part of Locale II. 
It is inhabited, if that is the word, by entities 
with various degrees of intelligence with 
whom communication is possible." 

Monroe continued. "Superseding ail ap- 
pears to be one prime law. Locale II is a State 
of being where that which we label thought is 
the wellspring of existence. It is the vital Cre¬ 
ative force that produces energy, assembles 
'matter' into form, and provides channels of 
perception and communication .... In this 
environment, no mechanical suppléments 
are found .... You think movement and it 
is fact." 

Locale III, which Monroe supposedly 
visited a number of times on what he 
called "intrusions," seemed almost mun- 
dane in comparison with the others. This 
third dimension was, said Monroe, "a 
physical-matter world almost identical to our own. There 
are trees, houses, cities, people, artifacts and ail the appur- 
tenances of a reasonably civilized society." However, Mon¬ 
roe noted, Locale III had evolved on a somewhat different 
technological basis; there was no electricity or fossil fuels; 
its inhabitants relied instead on a sort of nuclear power. 

And here, said Monroe, his disembodied double "met 
and 'merged' temporarily and involuntarily with one who 
can only be described as the 'I' who lives 'there.' I, fully 
conscious of living and being 'here,' was attracted to and 
began momentarily to inhabit the body of a person 'there,' 


Monroe’sllps 
for Mal limiers 

According to Robert Monroe, anyone can 
travel outside the body-ail it takes is 
practice and the desire to do it. For those 
attempting OBEs, Monroe suggests the 
following guidelines: 

1. In a warm, dark room where you will 
not be disturbed, lie in a comfortable 
position with your head pointing north. 
Loosen clothes and remove any jewelry. 

2. Relax your mind and body. Close your 
eyes and breathe rhythmically, keeping your 
mouth slightly open. 

3. Focus on a single image as you drift 
toward sleep. When you reach the State 
bordering wakefulness and sleep, deepen 
your relaxation by concentrating on the 
blackness beyond your eyelids. 

4. To induce the vibrations that allegedly 
herald the onset of an OBE, focus on a point 
about twelve inches from your forehead. 
Gradually extend the point of focus to a 
distance of six feet, and draw an imaginary 
line parallel to your body. Focusing on that 
plane, imagine the vibrations and bring them 
down into your head. 

5. Gain control of the vibrations by 
consciously guiding them through your 
body-from your head to your toes and back 
again. Once these vibratory waves can be 
produced on mental command, you are 
ready to attempt séparation from the body. 

6. To leave the body, concentrate on how 
pleasant it would be to float upward. 
Maintain these thoughts, and your astral 
form should begin to rise. 

7. To return to the physical self, simply 
focus on reengaging the two entities. 
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much like myself." Monroe's counterpart in Locale 111- 
Monroe called him his 'T' There-was an architect who 
Iived in a boarding house and rode a bus to work; reason- 
ably well-educated, he was a rather introspective person, 
and not notably prosperous. Monroe's adventures in Locale 
III included his counterpart's eventual marriage to Lea, a 
rich but depressed young woman with two children from a 
previous marriage. The union was not very successful, and 
they separated. Monroe's "I" There was unhappy over the 
alienation and promised to visit Lea, but he somehow lost 
the address. Shortly thereafter, Monroe's "intrusions" into 
the world of Locale 111 ceased. 

hat did Monroe make of ail this? In view of the 
less-than-idyllic circumstances, he thought it 
unlikely to be an escape from reality via the 
unconscious. "One can only speculate," he 
said, "and such spéculation of itself must con- 
sider concepts unacceptable to present-day science." Far 
different from the here and now of Locale I, Locale III was 
"neither the known past nor the présent, and not the prob¬ 
able future." Monroe thought that "it might be a memory, 
racial or otherwise, of a physical earth civilization that pre- 
dates known history. It might be another earth-type world 
Iocated in another part of the universe which is somehow 
accessible through mental manipulation. It might be an an- 
timatter duplicate of this physical earth-world where we are 
the same but different, bonded together unit for unit by a 
force beyond our présent compréhension.” 

As enchanted as Monroe was with the wonders of his 
psychic voyages, he was also exceedingly meticulous in an- 
alyzing them. In his 1971 book, Joumeys Out of the Body, he 
recorded every last detail and even subjected his travels to 
exhaustive statistical analysis. "Physical conditions" were 
usually warm (96.296) and about evenly divided between 
day (42.296) and night (57.8%); he was always prone (100%) 
and usually facing in a north-south direction (62.4%). Hu- 
midity and barometric pressure had no discernible effect. 
Monroe went on to quantify and tabulate, in numbing de¬ 
tail, statistics on such things as his tiredness Ievel, psycho- 


logical State, and eating habits as they related to his 
achievement of OBEs. Through it ail, he was seeking insight 
into his psychic voyages-and undoubtedly striving to give 
his studies the appearance of scientific inquiry. 

In the 1970s, Monroe made OBEs and other parapsy- 
chological phenomena his full-time occupation. He founded 
the Monroe Institute for Applied Sciences in rural Virginia 
to teach techniques for achieving OBEs and other altered 
States of consciousness. Monroe had induced his own early 
OBEs with techniques much like those of Calloway and 
Muldoon. But for OBE beginners at the institute, he created 
"hemi-sync" audiotapes, which combined various sounds 
with vocal instructions. Designed, said Monroe, to synchro- 
nize the electrical impulses of the right and Ieft brain hemi- 
spheres, and thus enable Iisteners to explore their inner 
selves without encountering résistance from the brain, 
hemi-sync produced some interesting changes in perspec¬ 
tive, if not actual out-of-body expériences in every case. 
Some versions of the tapes, in fact, were specially tailored 
to do such things as relieve insomnia and improve tennis 
and golf scores. 

To be sure, Monroe is not without his detractors. One 
investigator who sought to verify Monroe's out-of-body vis- 
its to friends found no one who could corroborate his 
daims. Another has accused him of exaggerating and ro- 
manticizing his OBE accounts. Nevertheless, in 1982, the 
Monroe Institute, in conjunction with the University of Kan¬ 
sas Medical Center, was invited to présent three papers on 
out-of-body expériences at a meeting of the American Psy¬ 
chiatrie Association. Even at the scheduled early hour of 
8:00 A.M., the papers were presented to a full house of more 
than 100 interested attendees. 

Monroe contended that his appearance before the as- 
sembled psychiatrists somehow validated the whole notion 
of astral travel. "For them even to schedule and permit such 
papers to be read," he averred, "was an acknowledgment 
that such phenomena do exist." In fact, whatever goes on 
in the mind is of interest to medicine, and OBEs are nothing 
if not altered States of mind. Just how far they go beyond the 
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realm of dreams and hallucinations remains the issue con- 
fronting researchers who seek answers in the testimony of 
alleged astral travelers. 

Perhaps the most notable aspects of the three virtuosi 
of psychic voyaging—Calloway, Muldoon, and Monroe-are 
the common éléments of their reports. For example, like 
many who hâve experienced spontaneous OBEs, ail three 
were at one time or another aware of being attached to 
their physical bodies by means of a mysterious cord. Usually 
called "the silver cord," it is also known as Saint Paul's 
Cord because it was he, in I Corinthians, who long ago pos- 
tulated the existence of a spiritual body linked to the physi¬ 
cal body. The cord is said by believers to act as a sort of 
umbilical cord; so long as it remains intact, the psychic trav- 
eler is safe, but if it breaks, séparation from the physical 
body is permanent, followed by death. 

Muldoon's impression was of a silver-colored cable 
with a circumference about that of a silver dollar when the 
double was near the body; the cable could stretch to gossa- 
mer thinness when the voyager traveled far from the phys¬ 
ical body. Calloway never actually saw his cord, but he 
claimed that on several occasions he felt something like a 
cord or a force tugging him back to physical reality. 



Monroe never saw his cord either, but once when he 
reached behind himself, he said, he felt what could hâve 
been one coming out from between his shoulder blades. "It 
was hanging loosely," he recalled, "and I could feel its tex¬ 
ture very definitely. It was body-warm to the touch and 
seemed to be composed of hundreds of tendon-like strands 
packed neatly together." 

Yet for ail their earnest studies and writings, Calloway, 
Muldoon, Monroe, and a few other deeply involved voyag- 
ers had until somewhat recently remained more or less 
alone in their efforts to validate OBEs. As widespread as the 
phenomenon seemed to be, there were few outside at- 
tempts to cast a cool scientific eye on out-of-body expéri¬ 
ences until the 1960s, when Celia Green and Robert Crook- 
all, two reputable British scientists, drew attention to such 



The realistic images shown here and on the 
next two pages are part ofNew York 
photographer Duane Michals’s 1968 sériés 
depicting an OBE. Titled Spirit Leaving the 
Body, the sériés was inspired by the photo- 
grapher's deep interest in astral travel; after 
studying the subject for a number of y ears, 
Michais recorded his interprétation of how 
the spiritual form is freed from the body. 


33 











expériences through extensive surveys and case historiés. 

In 1961, Green founded the Institute of Psychophysical 
Research at Oxford and sent out an appeal through the 
press and radio, requesting details from persons who had 
undergone OBEs. In ail, 326 people responded. Sixty of 
them had experienced only one OBE, twenty-one had had 
six or more, and eighteen had had between one and five. 
The group included people of ail âges. Among those who 
had had more than one expérience, the OBEs had started in 
childhood. Those who had undergone only a single OBE 
tended to hâve had the expérience between the âges of 15 
and 35. As a rule, the incidence of out-of-body journeys di- 
minished with âge. 

Most of the cases were nowhere near as intense or 



detailed as the expériences recounted by Monroe and the 
other famed voyagers; in fact, eighty of the group members 
reported no awareness of being in a second body but simply 
of being a "disembodied consciousness" somewhat re- 
moved from their physical body. 

Green and others regarded it as significant that al- 
though only a few people may make prolonged and intense 
out-of-body journeys, many others may hâve had some sort 
of relevant expérience at a lower level. Green reported one 
such brief excursion related by a young motorcyclist: "Dur- 
ing the moming while driving fast along a road, the drone 
of the engine and vibration seemed to lull me into a stupor, 
and I remember I seemed to leave my motorbike like a 
zoom lens in reverse and was hovering over a hill watching 
myself and friend tearing along on the road below, and I 
seemed to think 'I shouldn't be here, get back on that bikeï' 
and the next instant, I was in the saddle again.” 

Another example concerns a waitress who, after 
working a twelve-hour day, left the restaurant to walk 
home. ''I remember feeling so fatigued that I wondered if I'd 
make it," she reported. "The next I registered was of hear- 
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ing the sound of my heels very hollowly and I looked down 
and watched myself walk round the bend of the Street.... I 
saw myself very clearly-it was a summer evening and I 
was wearing a sleeveless shantung dress. I remember 
thinking 'so that's how I look to other people.' " 

These and other cases like them suggest just a slightly 
altered State of consciousness, brought on in the one case 
by monotony and in the other by fatigue, but nevertheless a 
seemingly total awareness of a second self. 

Crookall, who served as principal geologist at En- 
gland's prestigious Institute of Geological Sciences, had a 
long-standing fascination with psychic phenomena. Follow- 
ing the examples of Carrington, Muldoon, and others, he 
collected and analyzed accounts of OBEs from people ail 
over the world—close to a thousand in ail—which he docu- 
mented in several books. According to Crookall's analysis, 
most OBEs are marked by several common factors. The 
séparation of the supposed astral body from its physical 
form, for instance, frequently begins at the hands and feet 
and ends at the head. Many out-of-body travelers report 
that they black out or hear clicking sounds at the moment 
of complété séparation, but most claim that they feel no 
fear or discomfort. 

The extensive material gathered by Green and Crook¬ 
all convinced other investigators that documenting OBEs in 
a controlled laboratory environment was worth trying. The 
pioneer in such work was Dr. Charles T. Tart. In 1965 and 
1966, while he was an instructor at the University of Virgin¬ 



ia School of Medicine, Tart began a sériés of fascinating ex- 
periments with a subject called Mr. X, who lived near Char- 
lottesville, where the university is located. Only later did it 
corne out that Mr. X was in reality none other than Robert 
Monroe; if anybody had a good chance of calling up an out- 
of-body expérience, he did. 

Tart placed Monroe in a spécial room, where he was 
connected to machines that would monitor his heartbeat, 
brain waves, and rapid eye movements (or REMs, which in- 
dicate dream periods during sleep). Tart asked Monroe to 
induce an OBE and then project himself into an adjoining 
room. Once inside the room, Monroe was to read a ran- 
domly selected five-digit number on a shelf that was placed 
high enough to ensure that he could not see the number 
by normal vision. 

Monroe, uncomfortable on an army cot with élec¬ 
trodes clamped to his head, was unsuccessful in his first 
seven attempts to induce an OBE in the laboratory. But in 
his eighth-and final—attempt, he reportedly felt his 
nonphysical body roll off the cot, float to the floor, and 
slowly drift through the door into the control room. He did 
not see the target numbers, but he did notice that the labo¬ 
ratory technician who should hâve been in the room was 
absent. He then floated into the brightly lit outer corridor, 
where he found the technician talking with a man who was 
unfamiliar to Monroe. Afterward, he related the expérience 
to the technician, who confirmed that she had been in the 
corridor with her husband. 

Tart deemed the Monroe sériés inconclusive but was 
determined to continue this line of research. After accepting 
a position at the University of California at Davis as a pro- 
fessor of psychology, he found a new subject-a bright col¬ 
lege student he identified as Miss Z. She claimed to hâve 
experienced OBEs two to four times a week for most of her 
life, usually awakening during the night to find herself float- 
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WhiJe a s tu dent at Oxford in November 
1970, psychic researcher Susan Black- 
more experienced her first OBE; later she 
made a drawing of the tree-lined tunnel 
where she said her astral excursion be- 
gan. "J was thundering along this road," 
Blackmore recalled, "as though in a car- 
riage drawn by several /torses. " 


ing near the ceiling. As a child she had assumed that this 
was perfectly normal. Only as a teenager, when she began 
to describe these expériences to her friends, did she realize 
the extraordinary nature of her out-of-body travel. 

By the time Miss Z. contacted Dr. Tart, she was expe- 
riencing OBEs nightly. At first he asked her to test herself at 
home. He told her to write the numbers one through ten on 
separate pièces of paper, shake them up in a box, and then 
choose one randomly—without looking at it—before she 
went to bed at night. She was to place the number on her 
nightstand. If she had an OBE during the night, she was to 
observe and memorize the number. She reported success 
seven nights in a row. 

art then brought Miss Z. to the laboratory for mon- 
itored experiments similar to the ones he had con- 
ducted with Robert Monroe. As she lay in a bed, a 
random five-digit number on a piece of paper was 
placed out of sight behind her on a small shelf sev¬ 
eral feet above her head. She was instructed to read the 
number if she had an OBE. She was wired to an electroen- 
cephalograph (EEG) to chart her brain waves, and to other 
instruments that would measure her physiological condi¬ 
tion during her reported OBEs. The wires were loose 
enough to allow her to turn over but would detach and in- 
terrupt the monitors if her physical body were to rise more 
than two feet, thus keeping her from seeing the number by 
ordinaiy means. 

On the first night nothing happened. On the second 
night, at 3:15 A.M., the EEG revealed an unusual brain wave 
pattern. Miss Z. reported an OBE at that time, but she said 
she could not read the number. She had a similar expéri¬ 
ence on the third night. 

The fourth night, however, was a different stoiy. At 
5:57 the EEG began to record disturbed brain waves that 
represented neither clear-cut sleeping nor waking. Shortly 
after 6:00, Miss Z. called in the technician, explained that 
she had undergone an OBE, and recited the digits 25132, 
the exact target sequence. The odds against this happening 
by chance were put at approximately 100,000 to I. When 


Tart reviewed the output from the other monitors, he found 
that during her reported out-of-body expérience, Miss Z.'s 
puise and brain-wave patterns did not slow down as they 
would in deep sleep and that REMs were absent, which in- 
dicated that she had not been dreaming. These findings 
were confirmed by Dr. William Dement, an expert on sleep 
States who later examined the data. 

Like the Monroe experiments, the Miss Z. experiments 
did not offer irréfutable evidence that an OBE had taken 
place. For one thing, it was discovered that Miss Z. could 
hâve seen the number by shining a flashlight up at it and 
then reading its reflection on the glass face of a wall clock. 
Although there was no reason to suspect her of such trick- 
eiy, the experiment remained fiawed. 

A more complicated problem with the design of Tart's 
experiments was that even if Miss Z. had correctly identified 
1,000 targets, there would still be no proof that she had 
traveled out of her body to do so. Indeed, as some parapsy- 
chologists saw it, the same results could hâve been ob- 
tained through extrasensoiy perception, or ESP. For exam¬ 
ple, Miss Z. could hâve determined the correct number 
through clairvoyance, the alleged ability to receive images 
of people or things removed from natural sight. 

This was a doubly intriguing possibility. For if clairvoy¬ 
ance could be claimed as a reality, then why not out-of- 
body travel? The existence of one would seem to lend cre- 
dence to the other, in which case an obvious question 
arose: How would it ever be possible to distinguish an OBE 
from a clairvoyant expérience? In the 1970s, Dr. Karlis Osis 
set out to answer that question at the American Society for 
Psychical Research in New York. Osis wanted to design ex¬ 
periments to see if OBE sight would be limited in the same 
way normal sight is, thus differentiating it from clairvoy¬ 
ance, which supposedly has no such limitations. 

In 1972, Dr. Osis and his associate Janet Mitchell be¬ 
gan a fourteen-month sériés of experiments with an artist 
named Ingo Swann. A large, blond, cigar-smoking man, 
Swann claimed to hâve had his first OBE at the âge of two 
while under anesthésia for a tonsillectomy. Many more psy- 
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chic voyages had followed, and he claimed to hâve reached 
a point where he could project himself out of his body while 
fully conscious. 

In the Osis experiments, Swann would sit in an easy 
chair in a room illuminated by a soft overhead light, virtual- 
ly immobilized by wires that hooked him up to a polygraph 
machine, which monitored his brain waves, respiration, 
and blood pressure. Puffing away on his cigar, he would, as 
he put it, "liberate his mind"; then he would be asked to 
describe or draw his impression of objects that were set out 
of sight in a box on a platform suspended from the ceiling. 

During one session, two pictures were placed on the 
platform. One of them was an inverted red heart (with an 


actual black letter-opener case placed on top of it); the oth- 
er picture was a three-colored bull's-eye, with a pie-shaped 
slice eut out of it. Swann reproduced both of these objects 
with remarkable accuracy. Even the pie-shaped slice was in 
the correct position. His only mistake was reversing the col- 
ors of the rings of the bull's-eye. 

t other times, however, Swann had trouble iden- 
tifying numbers, letters, or anything other than 
general shapes. He describes a failed but intrigu- 
ing attempt in his autobiography, To Kiss Earth 
Gobcl-Bye. “With the experiment well under way, I 
Was once more trying valiantly to perceive what was in the 
box but the blackness I usually confronted did not subse- 
quently résolve into the remote vision expected of it. Trying 
to figure out why eveiything 'looked' extraordinarily black, I 
'floated' into the box itself (I was only supposed to peer 
through the aperture) and perceived that the small light 
used to illuminate the interior targets was not on. 'The god- 
damned light is out over the target,' I shouted, eager to 
catch the researchers in their inexpertise, as they were usu¬ 
ally gleeful to catch me at a good failure. 'Impossible,' came 
the reply. Nonetheless, I stuck to my perceived response. 
When the trial was completed, a tall ladder was procured. 
When the target monitor clambered up it, he found that the 
light was not on." 

Osis saw such unsuccessful attempts not necessarily 
as failures but rather as possible evidence that Swann was 
actually viewing the objects out-of-body and that out-of- 
body sight could indeed be limited by the same factors that 
interfère with physical vision. He believed that this differed 
from the vague and fragmented way in which alleged ESP 
messages are supposedly received and processed. 

Osis decided to go one step further. He not only want- 
ed to establish the relationship between OBE vision and 
physical sight but also hoped to produce some tangible 
proof of externalization—to show that a nonphysical self 
actually leaves the physical body during an OBE. Seeking to 
find such hard evidence, Osis began a new sériés of exper¬ 
iments with a specially developed optical image device. 
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The apparatus measured three feet by two feet by two 
feet, with a viewing hole in one side. When looking through 
the hole, one saw a colored picture lying on one of four 
quadrants. But this was actually an optical illusion created 
by a sériés of mirrors, colored filters, and line drawings. The 
image in the device was in fact produced by a random num- 
ber generator, activated by a push button in the adjacent 
room. Osis hypothesized that a subject having an OBE 
would see the optical illusion, whereas someone experienc- 
ing ESP or clairvoyance would mentally take the lid off the 
device and see the mirrors, filters, and line drawings in- 
stead of the optical illusion. 

In 1978, together with psychic researcher Donna Mc- 
Cormick, Osis began an extensive sériés of tests with the 
optical image equipment. Osis's star subject was Alex Ta- 


nous, an alleged psychic from Maine, who had at one time 
taught theology at St. John's University in Brooklyn. Tanous 
was a dark-haired, exotic-looking man with penetrating 
dark eyes and heavy brow. He had a réputation as a psychic 
and on several occasions had been called upon by police to 
use his powers in attempts to solve crimes or locate missing 
persôns. Tanous believed that he projected a phantomlike 
double during his out-of-body expériences, and he claimed 


Can animais detect the presence of astral bcings? In a 1973 experi- 
ment to find out, researchers at the Psychical Research Foundation in 
Durham, North Carolina, monitored test subject Keith Harary (below) 
as he tried to project his astral selfinto a room where a kitten played. 
There the kitten's activities were closely monitored by research 
director Dr. Robert Morris (opposite page), and any changes in 
behavior were recorded. During Harary's alleged spiritual visits, the 
kitten reportedly was much calmer than usual. 
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that this double could sometimes be seen by other people. 

Upon arriving at ASPR's Manhattan headquarters, Ta- 
nous would typically corne into Osis's office for a warming- 
up period. Over a cup of coffee, Osis and Tanous would dis- 
cuss different aspects of the work under way to put Tanous 
into a positive frame of mind 
for the experiments. Tanous 
would then go to a sound- 
proof room. The targets he 
was to identify were located 
in the optical image device in 
a room at the opposite end 
of the building. 

Tanous would attempt 
to project himself into the 
room to view the target, 
which could only be seen if 
he placed himself directly in 
front of the apparatus and 
looked in. To prove that the 
subject's double was, in fact, 
in the room, researchers also 
placed strain-gauge sensors 
that measured vibrations or 
motion in front of the optical 
device to track any sort of 
physical presence. A sériés of correct identifications by Ta¬ 
nous, coupled with positive sensor readings, would offer 
the strongest evidence to date of out-of-body journeying. 

At first, the results were disappointing. But Tanous re- 
mained optimistic, concluding only that his out-of-body self 
was too small to see into the device. ''When I first began 
working with the optical box," he said, "I couldn't see the 
target image because I wasn't tall enough-at least my oth¬ 
er self wasn't tall enough. The window on the front of the 
optical box is at about eye level for a person of medium 
height. My projected self, my astral body, as I see it, has 
hardly any height at ail. It's a small bail of light. I couldn't 
see into the window unless I strained, unless l'stood on my 
tip toes'-even then, I couldn't see well." 

Apparently Tanous's voyaging did not include floating 
weightlessly, although it did for many others. In any case, 
Osis obliged by building a platform for Tanous's nonphy- 
sical body to stand on. According to Osis, the results im- 
proved dramatically. In 197 trials conducted during twenty 
sessions, Tanous correctly identified the target 114 times. In 
addition, the vibration sensors reportedly showed a signifi- 
cantly higher level of activity when Tanous was correct. 

At about the same time that Osis was conducting his 


experiments with Ingo Swann, an equally intriguing sériés 
of tests was being run at the Psychical Research Founda¬ 
tion, an independent research center in North Carolina. 
There the foundation's director of research, Dr. Robert 
Morris, was conducting some extensive experiments with a 
subject named Keith Harary, 
an intelligent, rational Duke 
University undergraduate 
who reported having had 
OBEs since childhood. Like 
Ingo Swann, Harary also 
claimed that he could volun- 
tarily induce OBEs. 

For the first sériés of ex¬ 
periments, Harary remained 
in one building while re¬ 
searchers hung large card- 
board letters throughout an- 
other building twenty yards 
away. After the subject was 
wired to various monitoring 
devices, he was asked to lie 
down, relax, and allow his 
mind to travel. Because he 
was uneasy about being ob- 
served during his supposed 
OBEs, he usually projected from a closed booth. He would, 
however, signal researchers over an intercom when he was 
about to leave his body. 

During some of these tests, Harary was amazingly ac- 
curate in sighting and describing the targets. At other times, 
his accuracy was poor. One day, however, there was an un- 
usual development. During this particular test, only one vol- 
unteer was supposed to be in the room with the cardboard 
letter that Harary was trying to see. Unknown to Harary, a 
second volunteer was also in the room. While Harary failed 
to identify the target letter, he reported the presence of the 
second volunteer. More surprisingly, the second volunteer 
claimed to hâve seen Harary's apparition in the room. 

Did this mean that Harary responded more readily to 
people than to cardboard letters? Fascinated by this possi- 
bility, foundation staff members devised a new experiment. 
Harary was again isolated in a closed booth in one building 
and was asked to project himself to a room in another 
building, where four staff members were gathered. Harary 
was to identify the people he saw there. He scored perfectly 
on the first attempt, not only identifying the participants but 
accurately reporting where each of the four was seated. 
Subséquent attempts yielded less spectacular results, but 
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on occasion, some of the participants reported having 
sensed Harary's presence in the room. Even Morris claimed 
one such expérience. 

Perplexed about how to interpret these results, the re- 
search team attempted to record Harary's astrally projected 
presence in a room by gauging the reactions of animais. 
Recalling the popular belief that animais react oddly in 
haunted houses or when confronting ghosts, the research- 
ers speculated that animais would also show altered behav- 
ior in the presence of a disembodied projection. 

or the experiment, an animal would be placed in an 
animal activity board—a large, open box marked in- 
to twenty-four numbered ten-inch squares. Re- 
searchers would note the animal's normal activity 
rate by recording the frequency of its movement, the 
range of squares it passed over, and its noise level, and 
then détermine whether these patterns changed when Ha- 
raiy made his alleged mental visits. 

Harary was taken to a room at the Duke University 
Hospital, about a half mile from the testing center. One ex¬ 
périmenter remained with him while he attempted to 
Project himself into the room with the animal. Another ex¬ 
périmenter monitored a kitten placed on the activity board. 
The kitten watcher was told that during the experiment, a 
phone in the room would ring four times. {Apparently, 
though, the researchers did not consider what effect the 
ringing phone might hâve on the animal.) Each time this 
occurred, he was to observe the kitten very carefully. 

The experiment was run several times. Harary tried to 
project on only two of the occasions. During those two 
times, the observer saw the kitten suddenly stop running 
around and meowing and sit motionless. 

To take the experiment one step further, Morris decid- 
ed to study the reactions of a less-domesticated animal. 
Graham Watkins, an advisor on the project, had the perfect 
subject—a snake with a particularly vicious disposition. 
Morris reasoned that since the snake had such a négative 
reaction to humans in their physical bodies, it would likely 
hâve a similar reaction to a human in nonphysical State. 


Harary was again taken to the Duke University Hospi¬ 
tal, while two researchers observed the snake at the re- 
search center. The snake, in a terrarium, was placed in a 
small isolation booth and observed through a window. The 
experiment was run in a manner identical to the kitten ex¬ 
periment, with a phone call signaling the beginning of ob¬ 
servation periods. 

When the first period began, the snake was slithering 
about its terrarium in a normal fashion. With the second 
signal, however, the observer reported that the snake "slid 
up the side of the cage and literally seemed to attack the 
side of the terrarium. It bit at it wildly and then-just as 
mysteriously—calmed back down again. The response last- 
ed about twenty or thirty seconds, and it was very star- 
tling." When researchers sought to duplicate the experi¬ 
ment a few days later, however, the snake burrowed under 
the shavings at the bottom of the terrarium and went to 
sleep even before the test began. 

For ail their painstaking ingenuity, none of the experi- 
ments yielded any proof that there is a second body that 
leaves the physical body during an OBE. But the results of 
these numerous tests and surveys hâve provided research¬ 
ers with much food for thought, particularly considering the 
volume of reported OBEs. Some hâve concluded that an 
OBE may be a mental construct made up of recollections of 
the physical world, leavened with bits of information 
gleaned through telepathy or clairvoyance. But a number of 
psychologists hâve a more down-to-earth view, maintain- 
ing that apparent OBEs stem from a mental State called lu- 
cid dreaming—much like Calloway's "dreams of knowl¬ 
edge," where a person who is asleep and dreaming realizes 
that a dream is in progress. The dreamer thus believes that 
he or she is out of the body. 

According to American anthropologist Dean Sheils, 
who has studied OBEs in sixty-seven different cultures 
around the world, sleep is regarded as the most important 
source of OBEs in about 80 percent of those cultures. Psy- 
chologist Stephen LaBerge, of the Stanford Sleep Research 
Center, goes on to hypothesize that since most OBEs occur 
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Gtamorom Herald ofaNew Age 


When actress and dancer Shirley 
MacLaine (right) announced to the 
world that she had lived an earlier life 
in Atlantis, had spoken to spirits 
through channelers, and believed that 
extraterrestrial beings had visited the 
earth, the growing New Age move- 
ment found a voice. A 1984 national 
survey showed that about two-thirds 
of ail Americans claimed to hâve had 
some type of paranormal expérience. 
Those numbers hâve increased in 
recent years, perhaps in part because 
of reports from people who were 
embarrassed to talk about their 
apparently psychic expériences until 
MacLaine came forward. 

The actress, who says she has 
always had mystic leanings, was set 
on the path to inner enlightenment by 
helpful friends in the 1970s. But one of 
the most profound moments in her 
spiritual odyssey occurred during a 
1975 trip to the Andes Mountains of 
Peru. There, sitting in a warm minerai 
bath by the soft glow of candlelight, 
MacLaine experienced her first 
out-of-body joumey. 

"I breathed deeply," she would write 
later. "I stared at the flickering candie. 
My head felt light. 1 physically felt a 
kind of tunnel open in my mind. It 
grew like a cavem of clear space that 
was open and free of jumble. The 
flame of the candie slowly melted into 
the space in my mind. I felt myself 
become the flame. I had no arms, no 
legs, no body, no physical form. I felt 
myself flow into the space, fill it, and 
float off, rising out of my body until I 
began to soar. I was aware that my 
body remained in the water. I looked 
down and saw it. My spirit or mind or 
soûl, or whatever it was, climbed 
higher into space. Right through the 
ceiling of the pool house and upward 
... until I could see the mountains and 
the landscape below me. I was aware, 
as I soared, of vibrational energy 
around me. 

”1 watched the silver cord attached 
to my body. It glistened in the air. It 
felt limitless in length, totally elastic, 
always attached to my body. My sight 



came from some kind of spiritual eye. 

I could see the curvature of the 
earth and darkness on the other side 
of the globe. 

"I directed myself down- 
ward, back to my body. The 
energy vibrations subsided, 
and with a soft fusion of 
contact that felt like a puff, 1 
melded back into my body.' 

MacLaine says her out-of- 
body expérience made her 
feel like an "individualized 
piece of Universal Ener¬ 
gy." And she believes she 
has been selected by enti- 
ties in the spirit world to 
carry the message of en 
lightenment to others 
After publishing ac- 
counts of her spiritual 
awakening in two best- 
selling books, she 
starred in a télévision 
drama based on her 
story. And for others 
wishing to "achieve 
alignment with the 
energies of the New 
Age," MacLaine be¬ 
gan conducting a sé¬ 
riés of seminars 
around the country. 

The workshops, 
which include group 
méditations, visual- 
ization techniques, 
and questions and answers relating to 
past lives, "made it ail right for people 
who've been thinking about these 
things in private to do them with less 
fear and ridicule,” she says. 

MacLaine and other leaders of the 
New Age movement-a loosely defined 
philosophy that espouses a variety of 
mystical beliefs, including the idea that 
the soûl survives bodily death—hâve 
gained a wide following. Although the 
movement is generally viewed as harm- 
less, it is not without its critics. For in¬ 
stance, possibly the fastest-growing 
technique for New Age awareness in¬ 
volves channeling, a method by which 
self-proclaimed psychics reportedly act 


as conduits for spirits from another 
world or time. Some critics categorize 
these supposed médiums as con artists 
taking advantage 


of typically well- 
educated and affluent 
-but somewhat credulous-people try- 
ing to find some meaning in their lives. 

Even some devotees will admit that 
the psychic field can be riddled with 
frauds, but interest continues unabated. 
For Shirley MacLaine, embracing the 
visions of the New Age has meant a 
new way of looking at life and at her- 
self. "I know I hâve lived past lives,” 
she‘says. "I know there is life before 
birth. I can't prove that, but then I 
couldn't hâve proved that I had mi¬ 
crobes on my arm until the microscope 
was invented.” 
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during sleep, they are actually variant interprétations of lu- 
cid dreams. And he supports his conclusion with his own 
expérience: "In about one percent of the lucid dreams in my 
record, I felt I was in some sense out of my body. In every 
case, when examining the expérience after awakening, I 
noted some deficiency in either my memoiy or my critical 
thinking during the expérience. In one such situation, I tried 
to memorize the serial number of a dollar bill to verify later 
whether I really had been out of my body or not. When I 
awoke, I couldn't recall the number, but it hardly mattered. 1 
remembered that I hadn't lived in the house 1 thought I was 
asleep in for several years." 

Others, however, disagree with the theory that an OBE 
can be explained as a form of lucid dream. Psychic re- 
searcher Susan Blackmore, for one, contends that the ex- 
periments with Robert Monroe, Keith Harary, and Ingo 
Swann ail hâve shown that while the subjects are usually 
very relaxed, physiological indicators such as heart rate, eye 
movement, and EEG readings prove that they are not fully 
asleep. Blackmore therefore concludes that OBEs cannot be 
considered a kind of dreaming. She contends, instead, that 
they are created by an "altered State of consciousness, re- 
lated to other altered States such as dreams and drug States, 
but having spécial characteristics." 

nother researcher, a psychiatrist by the name of 
Glen Gabbard, spéculâtes that out-of-body expé¬ 
riences may, in fact, be what he calls hypnagogic 
images—images that occur during the time one 
hovers between wakefulness and sleep. He con¬ 
cludes that the hypnagogic image is experienced as ex- 
tremely real, and this causes it to be confused with an actu- 
al expérience outside the body. 

Whatever they are, supposed OBEs often exert a pro- 
found impact on those who hâve experienced them. Many 
people emerge with entirely new values and beliefs, often 
convinced of the reality of life after death and a world be- 
yond the senses. One of the most notable of these is Shirley 
MacLaine, the Academy Award-winning actress. A tireless 
traveler and writer, MacLaine had explored and recorded 


many supposedly paranormal phenomena before she expe¬ 
rienced her own OBE while on a spiritual pilgrimage in the 
Andes. During the épisode, she said, she floated so high out 
of her physical body that she found herself in space gazing 
down at the curve of the earth. On another occasion she 
reported that she felt the presence of her friend Peter Sellers 
in her living room in Malibu, California, at the moment the 
actor died of a heart attack in England. 

MacLaine's autobiographical accounts of her spiritual 
quest, Out on a Limb and Dancing in the Light, hâve been 
read by millions, and she has conducted numerous work- 
shops for people interested in OBEs and spiritual aware- 
ness. She appeals to a whole network of believers gathered 
around the world in groups dedicated to exploring realms 
beyond the normal senses. Known collectively as part of the 
New Age movement, these people see it as their mission to 
promote widespread acceptance of an independent soûl as 
a means of improving humankind's life on earth. 

Their efforts recall the hopes expressed in the 1920s 
by psychic researcher Archibald Holms: "A widespread con¬ 
viction of continued existence after death and of the tempo- 
rary character of earth life would do much to ameliorate 
conditions in the latter. The outlook on life would be differ¬ 
ent, things now regarded as of paramount importance would 
cease to be so regarded; unscrupulous ambition, the pas¬ 
sion for wealth and power over one's fellow-men, and the 
desire of social distinction, would ail be robbed of their glam- 
our, to the great good of the individual and the masses.” 

Recent scientific developments, particularly in theo- 
retical physics, may open the way to these possibilities as 
well. Concepts such as black holes and antimatter, after ail, 
are as strange in their own way as the notion of astral trav- 
el. Meanwhile, New Agers and others can turn to reports of 
still more forms of out-of-body expérience to bolster their 
beliefs in the existence of a soûl that is independent of the 
physical body. Among the most intriguing reports of such 
phenomena are those of people who hâve allegedly broken 
free of their bodies and journeyed to the very gates of death 
itself, only to return once more to the land of the living. 
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Phases of an OBE 



“I 

1 found myself in a State of ecsta- 
sy, a State of great joy, and I was amazed by the power that was 
propelling me, as if it could move anything in the universe." 

Thus did one seasoned astral traveler describe the onset of a 
supposed out-of-body épisode—as a form of ccstasy, a word trace- 
able to Greek roots that literally means to stand outside of one's 
self. And indeed, out-of-body expériences lend figurative and liter- 
al dimension to the phrase "beside oneself with joy." Most studies 
show that the majority of people claiming to hâve had the expéri¬ 
ence describe it as pleasant, fascinating, even joyful. After an ini¬ 
tial épisode, most of them want to try it again. 

However, an aspiring voyager should not overlook occasional 
reports describing OBEs as nightmarish. One young woman, for 
example, told of feeling pulled from her body by a force that was so 
strong she feared her heart would be ripped from her chest. Sen¬ 
sations of pain, pressure, and terror persisted throughout her ex¬ 
périence, which left lasting psychological damage. At the very 
least, the first few out-of-body voyages are often said to be fright- 
ening. A common dread is that the traveler may become perma- 
nently detached from the physical body and die, though no such 
misadventure has been reported. There are also accounts of un- 
pleasant physical side effects, including a burning sensation and a 
racing heart when the astral self reenters the body. 

Some of the highlights of a more typically idyllic out-of-body 
expérience are illustrated on the following pages. 
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The astral voyager feels her 
body becoming rigid, immobile. 
She has the frustrating sensa¬ 
tion of being unable to com- 
mand her own limbs. But this 
feeling of helplessness dimin- 
ishes once the spirit body has 
completely separated from the 
physical one. The voyager sees 
a silver cord connecting the 
physical self with its etheric 
counterpart, a cord whose 
original thickness atténuâtes 
as distance increases between 
the two selves. 
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Ihough the astral body seems 
weightless, insubstantial, its 
powers of perception are 
unimpaired, perhaps even 
preternaturally Sharp. The 
astral self sees unusually 
bright, vivid colors. She senses 
that her disembodied form, 
though nonphysical, has a 
strange vitality missing from 
what she thinks of as her real 
body. Indeed, it is the astral self 
that begins to seem real, the 
physical body only a Shell. 
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ïhe astral traveler apprehends 
her own insubstantiality only 
when she attempts an ordinary 
physical fonction—opening a 
door-and finds herself able to 
penetrate solid objects. There is 
a sense of shock, followed by 
delight, as she begins to realize 
that limitations of the physical 
world need no longer apply. 

Her will is her compass and her 
vehicle. To wish herself else- 
where is to journey there. 































The length of out-of-body 
journeys is said to vaiy a great 
deal. Some voyagers, fright- 
ened by the extraordinaiy 
circumstance of the OBE, may 
stray only a few feet and for 
only a few moments from the 
physical body before hastening 
to reenter it. The more venture- 
some traveler, on the other 
hand, finds pleasure in testing 
and extending the experience's 
limits, reveling in its freedom, 
soaring far and wide. 


















Pleasurable as the expérience 
is, the voyager eventually feels 
anxious about straying too far 
from the physical body, of 
losing touch with it and thus 
being set adrift in an alien 
realm. There is a sense that 
while the spirit-the disembod- 
ied self—will survive in some 
astral form, the abandoned 
earthbound body will die. The 
fear seems to prompt a retum, 
instantly pulling the spirit self 
back to its physical host. The 
two merge, and the voyager 
rejoins mundane reality. 
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CHAPTER 2 


Al Aie Portai of Dealh 



arly in December 1943, as American troops fought the Japanese in the Solo- 
mon Islands, and as the Allies prepared to invade Normandy, a twenty-year- 
old army private named George Ritchie celebrated his good luck. He could 
hardly believe that, after finishing basic training in Abilene, Texas, he was to 
go to the Medical College of Virginia, where he would become a doctor at 
government expense. 

Seven days before he was to leave for medical school, Private Ritchie 
developed a bad chest cold. It turned into influenza, and he was hospital- 
ized. Over the next few days he seemed to recover. But the night before he 
was scheduled to leave for Richmond, his température soared to a life- 
threatening 106.5 degrees Fahrenheit. His surroundings became a dizzy 
blur. He heard the click and whir of the X-ray machine—and then silence. 

The young soldier woke up on a strange bed in a small, dimly lit, un- 
familiar room. His head was clear. In a panic that he might miss the train to 
Richmond, Private Ritchie jumped out of bed. "My uniform wasn't on the 
chair," he remembered later. "I looked beneath it. Behind it. No duffel bag 
either.... Under the bed maybe? I turned around, then froze.” 

Ritchie was shocked to see that a young man was lying in the bed that 
he had just vacated. "The thing was impossible," he recalled. "I myself had 
just gotten out of that bed. For a moment I wrestled with the mystery of it. It 
was too strange to think about—and anyway, I didn't hâve time." 

Private Ritchie shivered and ran from the room. The only thing he 
could think about was getting to Richmond. Out in the hall a sergeant 
walked toward him carrying an instrument tray. "Excuse me, Sergeant,” 
Ritchie said. "You haven't seen the ward boy for this unit, hâve you?" The 
sergeant did not answer or even slow down. At the last minute Ritchie 
yelled, "Look out!" but the man walked right past him. The next minute he 
was behind him, walking away without even looking back at Ritchie. 

Before he had time to wonder if he was delirious or dreaming, Ritchie 
found himself outside the hospital. It was dark and he was moving fast, as 
though flying through the air. He still wore only his army hospital pajamas 
but had no sensation of cold. After willing himself to slow down, Ritchie 



landed on a Street corner in a town by a large river. People 
walked by without seeing him. He leaned up against a thick 
guy wire bracing a téléphoné pôle, but his body passed right 
through it. "In some unimaginable way," George Ritchie 
wrote later, "I had lost my firmness of fiesh, the body that 
other people saw." 

Oddly, given the bizarre circumstances, the young 
man's most pressing concern was that he was not going to 
be able to study medicine in his présent disembodied form. 
He knew he had to get back to his physical body as fast as 
he could. The return to the hospital was quick, even faster 
than his voyage away from it had been. Running from ward 
to ward and room to room, Ritchie searched the faces of 
sleeping soldiers. It was not easy to distinguish them in the 
dim light, so he decided to look for his 
identifying onyx and gold fraternity 
ring on their hands instead. 

After what seemed 
an eternity, Private Rit- 


chie found a left hand with the correct ring on the third fin- 
ger, but the body was covered with a sheet. For the first 
time he thought, "This is what we human beings call 
'death/ this splitting up of one's self." At the same time, he 
wondered how he could be dead and still be awake, think- 
ing and experiencing. 

Suddenly, the room was filled with an intense illumi¬ 
nation, and Ritchie saw that a man made of light had ap- 
peared. From inside himself he heard the words, "You are 
in the presence of the Son of God." Simultaneously, his 
whole life, "eveiy event and thought and conversation, as 
palpable as a sériés of pictures," he said later, passed be- 
fore him in review. 

Then Private Ritchie woke up in his own body, to the 
astonishment of the physician who had 
just signed his death certificate. An 
orderly who had been pre- 
paring the body for the 
morgue noticed fee- 




ble signs of life in the corpse and called the doctor, who 
hastily injected adrenalin directly into the heart. Although 
Ritchie had not taken a breath for nine full minutes, he 
showed no symptoms of brain damage. The commanding 
officer at the hospital called the Ritchie case "the most 
amazing circumstance" of his career and signed an affidavit 
that George Ritchie had indeed made a miraculous retum 
from Virtual death on the night of December 20, 1943. 

Private George Ritchie went on to become Dr. George 


Such anecdotal evidence, available from sources 
throughout the world and throughout histoiy, has attracted 
scientific notice since Victorian times. However, it was not 
until the twentieth centuiy, when advances in medical tech- 
nology made it possible to revive people who were appar- 
ently dead, that this research received much in the way of 
popular notice. During recent decadçs the medical profes¬ 
sion has been unable to ignore the accounts of those who, 
when threatened with death, apparently had expériences in 



The opening pages of the Tibetan Bardo Thodol, or 
Book ofthe Dead, pay homage to Buddha in his various manifestations-represented 
in the drawings-and introduce the process of preparing 
for death and the after-death expérience. 


Ritchie, a psychiatrist who had ample opportunity to study 
dreams and hallucinations. Such work convinced him that 
his own extraordinaiy expérience was no delusion-that he 
had, in fact, seen over the threshold of death. Nor, it ap- 
pears, was his mystic journey unique. No less a realist than 
the author Ernest Hemingway, after he was wounded in It- 
aly during World War I, felt his soûl leave his body; he later 
used some of his memories of it in the novel A Farewell to 
Arms (pages 10-11). Famed aviator Edward V. ("Eddie") 
Rickenbacker, rescued after three weeks on a raft in the Pa¬ 
cific Océan in 1942, recounted in his autobiography how he 
had faced death: "Then I began to die, I felt the presence of 
death, and I knew that I was going .... Ail was serene and 
calm. How wonderful it would be simply to fioat out of this 
world. It is easy to die." 


which they felt as if their spirits were somehow moving to- 
ward an afterlife. In the 1970s and 1980s, these near-death 
expériences, or NDEs, as they came to be called, were 
brought to public attention in books and lectures by such 
investigators as Raymond A. Moody, Jr., Kenneth Ring, and 
Elisabeth Kübler-Ross. 

Increasingly rigorous analysis of these stories has 
shown many of them to be remarkably consistent. Further- 
more, those who recount them are almost always sincere 
people whose expériences do not appear to be delusions or 
dreams. Still, researchers hâve been unable to demonstrate 
the objective reality of near-death expériences, and the jury 
is still out on their significance. Most people who are facing 
death do not report such occurrences. Are those who do 
merely suffering from stress-induced hallucinations? Or are 
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their real-seeming expériences real in fact, thereby demon- 
strating the separate existence of the consciousness and the 
presence of a world beyond death? 

The idea of voyaging to an afterlife is nothing new. Cro- 
Magnon people buried their dead with weapons and food, 
suggesting that they were preparing the deceased for an- 
other existence. By the time of Plato, such a notion had 
evolved into detailed stories. In Book X of The Republic, 
written nearly 400 years before the birth of Christ, the phi¬ 
losopher tells an allegorical story of a soldier named Er, 
who fell in battle. Ten days later, when the corpses were 
being collected, most of them were rotting, but Er's body 
was not. Plato writes: "When they had carried him home 
... on the twelfth day, being laid on the [funeral] pyre, he 
came to life again." And then, according to Plato, Er began 
to tell his startled listeners of the things he had witnessed in 
a world beyond life. 

First, Er said, his soûl went out of his body, and he 
joined with a group of other soûls. They went to a place 
where there were passageways leading into the realms of 
the afterlife. Here the other spirits were held and judged by 
divine beings who could perceive eveiything that the soûl 
had done while in its earthly body. Er, the soldier, was not 
judged. Instead he was informed that it was not yet his time 
and that he must retum to tell those in the physical realm 
what the world beyond was like. After being shown many 
other strange and wonderful sights, Er was sent back. He 
could not explain how he traveled; he simply woke up and 
found himself on the funeral pyre about to be cremated. 

Plato's taie, while it is clearly mythological, illustrâtes 
the sequence of near-death events that was to become so 
familiar in later centuries. A similar multistage joumey ap- 
pears in the eighth-centuiy Tibetan Book of the Dead, rep- 
resenting the collective wisdom of générations of Tibetan 
holy men. The sages who contributed to the book believed 
that dying was an art, something that one could leam to do 
well. Read to the dying in the last minutes of life, or even 
to the dead at the funeral, the Tibetan Book of the Dead 


prepared the person for the expérience to corne. Its words 
could also help the still-living to think positive thoughts 
and to refrain from holding the dying one back with their 
love and concern. 

he similarity that exists between the early stages of 
death as they were described by the Tibetan sages 
and the typical twentieth-century near-death expé¬ 
rience is remarkable. According to the Tibetans, 
those who are approaching death first find them- 
selves suspended in a void. Still conscious, they may hear 
galelike roaring and whistling noises. A misty, gray light 
sometimes surrounds them. 

The dying then become aware that they hâve left their 
physical body. Surprised, they do not believe it at first, be- 
cause they feel unchanged. And when they see and hear 
grieving relatives and friends preparing for a funeral, the 
now-deceased try to talk to their loved ones but get no re- 
sponse. Finally, realizing their perplexing situation, they no¬ 
tice that they do still hâve a body of sorts, a shining, imma- 
terial form. In this condition, they discover they can pass 
through solid rock without hindrance. And travel is a simple 
matter of wishing to be somewhere. 

As the spirits move toward a realm of light, they 
slough off emotional attachments to their earthly existence. 
In the process, they may face spiritual beings who judge 
them, and who présent them with a kind of mirror reflecting 
their life and actions. Filled at last with peace and content- 
ment, the deceased préparé either to abandon the world al- 
together or to reenter the round of birth and death with a 
higher awareness of the illusory nature of life. 

Like the Tibetans, Western philosophers and visionar- 
ies often describe a séparation of body and soûl at death. 
Christian mystics hâve described how, when near death 
from illness or accident, their spirits were guided by angels 
through a tour of hell and heaven and their actions were 
weighed. Their joumeys often ended in a realm of light. 

These visionaries interpreted their near-death expéri¬ 
ences as religious events. Beginning in the late nineteenth 
century, however, a few researchers began to collect to- 
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gether such stories and to develop a secular description of 
the phenomenon. 

One such was Albert Heim, a Swiss professor of geol- 
ogy and an avid mountain climber whose studies were in- 
spired by his own brush with death. While climbing the 
Sântis Mountain in the Swiss Alps in 1871, Heim slipped 
and fell from the edge of a cliff. Though he survived the 
accident, he was certain at the time that he was going to 
die. Describing the expérience later, he wrote: 

hat followed was a sériés of singularly clear 
flashes of thought between a rapid, profuse 
succession of images that were sharp and dis¬ 
tinct .... 1 can perhaps compare it best to im¬ 
ages from film sprung loose in a projector or 
with the rapid sequence of dream images. As though I 
looked out of the window of a high house, I saw myself as a 
seven-year-old boy going to school. Then I saw myself in 
the classroom with my beloved teacher Weisz, in fourth 
grade. I acted out my life, as though I were an actor on 
stage, upon which I looked down as though from practically 
the highest galleiy in the theater. I was both hero and on- 
looker .... I had the feeling of submission to necessity. 
Then I saw arching over me-my eyes were directed up- 
wards-a beautiful blue heaven with small violet and rosy- 
red clouds. Then sounded solemn music, as though from an 
organ, in powerful chords . . . . I felt myself go softly back- 
wards into this magnificent heaven—without anxiety, with- 
out grief. It was a great, glorious moment!" 

His interest piqued, Heim went on to seek out the sto¬ 
ries of others who had reported similar expériences, and in 
1892 he published an article that analyzed the accounts of 
more than thirty survivors of near-fatal falls in the Alps. His 
study was one of the first to identify some common élé¬ 
ments of near-death expériences, among them the amazing 
expansion of time, the review of one's life, and the extraor- 
dinary sensations of peace and even joy experienced in 
what seemed to be one's last moments. 

At the same time that Heim was examining the émo¬ 
tions of climbers facing death, scientists inspired by the 


growing spiritualism movement took another approach to 
the study of mortality. These researchers, many of them 
with impeccable scientific credentials, began to investigate 
the existence of ghosts and apparitions. In the process, 
some of them became interested in deathbed visions. 

One such investigator was Sir William Barrett, a phys- 
icist at the Royal College of Science in Dublin. He began 
collecting deathbed visions in the 1920s after his wife, an 
obstetrician, reported an unusual case to him. 

On the night of January 12, 1924, Lady Barrett deliv- 
ered the baby of a woman named Doris. (The Barretts with- 
held her last name when reporting the story.) After the dif- 
ficult birth, as the woman lay dying, she looked toward one 
part of the room with a radiant smile. "Oh, lovely, lovely," 
she said. When asked what was lovely, Doris replied, "What 
I see." She spoke in a low, intense voice. "Lovely bright- 
ness-wonderful beings." 

Then, Lady Barrett reported, Doris seemed to focus on 
one spot in the room and cried out, "Why, it's Father! Oh, 
he's so glad l'm coming; he is so glad. It would be perfect if 
only W. [her husband, his name also concealed by the Bar¬ 
retts] would corne too." 

Doris's baby was brought for her to see. She looked at 
it with concern, and then said, "Do you think I ought to stay 
for baby's sake?" Turning toward her vision, she cried, "I 
can't—1 can't stay; if you could see what 1 do, you would 
know I can't stay." Speaking presumably to her father, she 
said, "I am coming" and then, puzzled, commented to the 
bystanders, "He has Vida with him." Looking back to her 
vision, she said: "You do want me, Dad; I am coming." 

The woman died shortly afterward. Aside from the 
sheer intensity of Doris's feelings and speech, what made 
the greatest impression on Sir William and Lady Barrett was 
the fact that Vida, Doris's sister, had died three weeks ear- 
lier-but Doris had not been told because of her precarious 
health. Doris, it seems, had had a vision of someone she 
could not hâve expected to see. 

This épisode, and a number of others like it, appeared 
in the book Death-Bed Visions, written by Sir William Barrett 
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AGlimpseof 
ihe Beyond 

As day was breaking on March 16, 

1589, the mood inside the Rome 
palace of Italy's Prince Fabrizio 
Massimo was somber. The prince’s 
son, fourteen-year-old Paolo, was 
deathly ill with a fever that had 
resisted ail treatment. That moming, 
family members sent for a priest. 

Father Filippo Neri, who presided at 
a nearby church, was considered an 
extraordinaiy holy man. He was said 
to hâve levitated during Mass, carried 
out exorcisms, and brought a number 
of people back from death. The priest 
was Paolo's confessor and had spent 
long hours in prayer with him during 
the boy's illness. Unfortunately, Paolo 
Massimo died thirty minutes before the 
priest could reach his bedside. 

Anguished by the tragic loss of the 
prince's son, Father Filippo knelt in 
prayer for the young soûl and blessed 
the still body with holy water. Then he 
leaned over and blew into Paolo's face 
and, placing his hand on the boy's 
forehead, twice called Paolo's name in 
a loud voice. As if by miracle, the 
young man opened his eyes, an event 
commemorated (left) by the sixteenth- 
century painter II Pomarancio. 

Paolo told those assembled in his 
room that he had been in heaven. He 
claimed he had seen his mother, who 
had died eight years earlier, and his 
recently deceased sister. It was a 
beautiful place, Paolo said, and he 
wanted to retum. "Well then,” intoned 
the priest, "go in peace and be 
blessed.” Paolo then closed his eyes 
and quietly died. 
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in 1926. Familiar with the medical belief that dying patients 
see only hallucinations, Barrett pointed out that deathbed 
visions often occur when the patient’s mind is clear and ra- 
tional. Furthermore, the dying are often astonished by what 
they see; for example, Barrett wrote, dying children were 
surprised to see angels without wings. If their visions were 
hallucinations, he noted, they would be more likely to con- 
form to popular stéréotypés. 

At the time Barrett collected his stories, investigators were 
more interested in communication with the dead than they 
were in the expériences of the dying. Thirty years later, 
however, Barrett's anecdotal book would inspire the para- 
psychologist Karlis Osis to undertake the First scientific 
studies of deathbed visions. And Doris's report of welcom- 
ing relatives at the threshold of death would in time become 
recognized as a feature of many a near-death expérience. 

Osis had long been interested in apparitions and ex- 
trasensory communication. While working with the Para- 
psychology Foundation in New York City in the late 1950s, 
he decided to follow up on some of Barrett's findings by 
talking to doctors and nurses who had regular oppportuni- 
ties to observe patients in the process of dying. 

His survey, conducted in 1959 and 1960, used modem 
statistical methods to show that deathbed visions had little 
in common with hallucinations: The visions were not influ- 
enced by drugs or fevers, Osis concluded, and the Visual 
nature of the subject matter 
of such expériences differed 
from the auditory hallucina¬ 
tions that are typical of the 
mentally ill. Also, deathbed 
visions were two or three 
times more likely to be popu- 
lated with dead people than 
were the apparitions report- 
ed by people who were not 
dying. The patients' âge, so¬ 
cial status, éducation, and 


religion seemed to hâve little effect on what they saw. 

By the 1970s Osis had moved to the American Society 
for Psychical Research, where he was joined by another sci- 
entist with an interest in the paranormal, Icelandic psychol- 
ogist Erlendur Haraldsson. Using Osis’s First survey as a 
model, the two men conducted a new study of deathbed 
expériences, broadening their scope to include doctors and 
nurses in both the United States and India-two nations 
with very different cultural expectations and religious be- 
liefs. Of 1,708 people questioned, about half reported death¬ 
bed observations and were interviewed in detail. 

In both American and Indian cases, those who saw 
apparitions characteristically described them as messen- 
gers from beyond who had appeared to guide the patient 
over to the other world. The encounter with these beings 
was usually so pleasant that the value of earthly life was 
easily forgotten. In fact, in some cases patients seemed to 
die in accordance with the cal] of the apparition, even when 
doctors expected them to recover. A substantial minority, 
however-29 percent-reported négative expériences such 
as resisting the spirit or feeling threatened by it. 

Interestingly, there were no major différences be- 
tween American and Indian patients. But some minor ones 
did stand out. For example, a third of the dying Indians de¬ 
cided, apparently for religious reasons, not to heed the call 
of the apparition, whereas nearly ail of the Americans were 
eager to go with it—that is, to die. The people who appeared 
to the Indians were mostly re¬ 
ligious Figures, while Ameri¬ 
cans usually reported dead 
relatives or friends. 

The two parapsycholo- 
gists decided that the vision- 
ary expérience in America 
and India was essentially the 
same, although it was inter- 
preted according to sociétal 
expectations. "We interpret 
these modest cultural differ- 



Nine hours a/ter his son’s death in theyeax 1907, the French 
psychical researcher Hippolyte Baraduc photographed the boy as 
he iay in his coffin. Baraduc, who claimed to hâve conversed 
with his son 's apparition, explained the formless, misty mass in the 
photograph as the departed soûl ofhis son. 
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As Hippotyte Baraduc's wife died-six months after the death ofthe 
couple's son-she breathed threegentle sighs; Baraduc's photograph of that Jînal 
moment shows three luminous globes hovering over her body 
(top). In a later image (above), the globes, which 
Baraduc believed to be his wife's soûl, appear to be combined as one . 


ences according to our model: they seem to support the hy- 
pothesis that deathbed visions are, in part, based on extra- 
sensoiy perception of some form of external reality rather 
than having entirely subjective origins." The Osis- 
Haraldsson study, published in 1977, did not conclude that 
deathbed expériences prove life after death. It did say, how- 
ever, that the existing data were more consistent with tran¬ 
sition than extinction. 

Other researchers disagreed with such findings. One 
of them, Russell Noyés, Jr., a professor of psychiatry at the 
University of Iowa, made his own study of the expériences 
of the dying and interpreted his data quite differently. To 
Noyés, mystical occurrences at the hour of death are a re- 
flection of purely internai reality. 

Like Professor Heim before him, Noyés spoke to peo- 
ple whose close brush with death was usually the resuit of 
an accident—although not ail were injured. Many ofthe 104 
subjects reported the peaceful sensations and life review 
noted by Heim. For instance, a twenty-one-year-old college 
student described her feelings as her car spun out of control 
toward a bridge abutment: 


“I entered a calm dreamlike State accompanied by a 
feeling of being at peace with eveiything. Then I saw an 
endless stream of past experiences-there must hâve been 
hundreds-go through my mind. Ail sound seemed to blur 
into an indescribable monotone .... It seemed to take for- 
ever for eveiything to happen. Space too was unreal. It was 
ail very much like sitting in a movie theater and watching it 
happen on the screen." 

Noyes's work, conducted in the 1970s, marked a shift 
toward the medical and away from the parapsychological 
approach in near-death studies. The psychiatrist's conclu¬ 
sions reflect the Freudian view that one's unconscious is 
convinced of immortality and that death is unimaginable. 
Both the life review and the out-of-body sensation, Noyés 
believes, are devices of the mind to escape from the reality 
of death, ways of pretending that one is only a spectator. 

According to Noyés, such an escape occurs when the 
neural mechanism of the brain produces feelings of deper- 
sonalization and hyperalertness, the first serving to elimi- 
nate émotion and the second to intensify attention. Deper- 
sonalization can produce a feeling of being detached from 
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In numerous near-death expérience studies in 
the United States and India, parapsychologist 
Karlis Osis found that for many people death is 
attended by expériences of exaltation. The 
results ofhis cross-cultural surveys revealed a 
number of similarities, strongly suggesting to 
him that NDEs are not hallucinations. 


Born in Zurich in 1926, the first of triplets, young Elisabeth 
Kübler had a doser acquaintance than most young women 
with death and suffering. Stubborn and independent, as a 
teenager she defied her father's wishes in order to nurse 
refugees from countries that had been devastated by World 
War II; later, she volunteered to treat survivors of the Holo- 
caust in Poland. The horrors she saw there haunted her 
dreams for years. 

After taking her medical degree at the University of 
Zurich (again, against her father's wishes), Kübler married 
an American doctor, Emanuel Ross, in 1958 and moved to 
the United States to specialize in psychiatiy. Her work with 
terminally ill patients in Chicago persuaded her that the 
whole subject of death should be confronted and discussed 
much more openly. Having identified what she believed 
were the five emotional stages of dying-déniai, anger, 
bargaining, dépréssion, and acceptance—Kübler-Ross 
published her first book, On Death and Dy- 
ing, in 1969 to widespread acclaim. 

Yet even as she was gathering 
praise and writing sequels to her suc- 
cessful volume, Kübler-Ross's life was 
taking a turn away from the main- 


one's body and may cause one to hear strange sounds and 
expérience an altered sense of time. Hyperalertness brings 
with it accelerated thoughts, sharper vision and hearing, 
and time distortion. In Noyes's view, these responses reflect 
a natural adaptive reaction that aids survival by dampening 
frantic émotion, allowing a person to cope calmly in a cri- 
sis. However, critics who favor a life-after-death thesis hâve 
responded that the psychiatrist's théories are as spéculative 


as ail others, and note that his proposais also fail to account 
for cases in which the dying see relatives whom they did not 
know to be dead. 

At about the same time that Noyés was interviewing 
his 104 close calls, another student of the death expérience, 
Dr. Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, made the issue famous. Trained 
as a psychiatrist, Kübler-Ross lifted the Virtual public taboo 
on discussions of death and dying with her best-selling 
books in the late 1960s and afterward; her name would ever 
after be linked with the subject in the public mind. And 
while her books dealt primarily with the stages of accep¬ 
tance of death, Kübler-Ross's work led her to believe in an 
afterlife. "Before 1 started working with dying patients," 
said Kübler-Ross in 1974, "I did not believe in life after 
death. 1 now believe in it beyond a shadow of a doubt." 


stream of the medical profession. Some of the patients she 
had worked jwth rÿ>orted mystical expériences as they 
neared deathj-and soon Kübler-Ross had some of her own. 
Not the leastf <ir jjhçm, by Kübler-Ross's account, came in 
the late 1960s, alîëliFshe heard an unusual story from a dy- 
ing woman by the name of Mrs. Schwartz. 

rs. Schwartz told Kübler-Ross how, when she lay 
unconscious from internai bleeding, she re- 
gained awareness and found herself floating 
above her body. She could see everything in the 
room-the doctors, the nurses, their attempts to 
resuscitate her-but she could not speak to them. Mrs. 
Schwartz said she reentered her body as it was being 
wheeled to the morgue, and she startled the attendants by 
pulling the sheet away from her head. 

Shortly after recounting this incident to Kübler-Ross, 
Mrs. Schwartz died. Around this time, the psychiatrist said, 
the stress of working with the dying was telling on her, and 
she decided to give up her specialty. As she stood in a hos¬ 
pital corridor, having just made her decision, she turned to 
see none other than Mrs. Schwartz beside her. The dead 
woman looked solid and real. 

Kübler-Ross says she led her visitor to her office and 
asked her to write and sign a note as evidence of her visit. 
The smiling woman did so, then walked out of the room. 
Later, according to Kübler-Ross, the handwriting was com- 
pared with other samples of the dead woman's hand and 
identified as hers. 

As time went by, the doctor became convinced of a 
higher reality of the spirit. After an all-night workshop for 
the dying in the mid-1970s, Kübler-Ross retired to her room 
in exhaustion. As soon as she lay down, however, she 
daims that her inner self left her body and looked down on 
a remarkable sight. A team of spirits was overhauling her 
body, removing worn-out parts and replacing them with 
fresh material. When she woke up, back in her body, she 
says, she felt better than she had in years. 

After studying such expériences, says Kübler-Ross, 
she learned to induce her own out-of-body expériences 


whenever she wanted. Combining her studies of death and 
dying with such personal épisodes, the psychiatrist started 
to speak out publicly on the separate existence of the spirit 
and the reality of the afterlife. "When people die," she said, 
"they very simply shed their body, much as a butterfly 
cornes out of its cocoon." 

Such pronouncements gained for Kübler-Ross the sus¬ 
picion of formerly admiring medical colleagues. Her réputa¬ 
tion plummeted further in the late 1970s, when she joined 
with a former aircraft worker named Jay Barham to found a 
forty-two-acre retreat in California devoted to workshops 
on death and dying. Barham, said the doctor, was a natural 
healer and medium. Spirits supposedly cloned themselves 
from the cells of his body. 

Disgruntled participants in retreat workshops reported 
a different story, however. According to some women, Bar- 
ham's real mission was to lure them into a dark room 
where, disguised as a so-called entity, he would persuade 
them to hâve sex with him. Nevertheless Kübler-Ross re- 
mained serenely confident of the ultimate truth of her vi¬ 
sions and claimed to ignore her critics. By the mid-1980s, 
she had moved into the treatment of AIDS patients—still 
convinced that an afterlife awaits the dying. 

Despite her forays into questionable spiritualism, no 
one would deny that Elisabeth Kübler-Ross did much to ad- 
vance popular understanding of death and dying. And her 
work also set the stage for what may hâve been the most 
influential book on the near-death expérience: Raymond 
Moody's Life after Life, published in 1975. Moody has been 
criticized for his unscientific, anecdotal approach to the 
subject, but it was he who first categorized the common 
features of many near-death expériences (a phrase he 
coined) and who clarified the concept for the public. His 
book, as well as Kübler-Ross's studies, has given the aver¬ 
age person the clearest picture yet of what it is like to die. 

Raymond Moody was first exposed to the subject in 
the middle of the 1960s, when he was a philosophy student 
at the University of Virginia and heard Dr. George Ritchie, a 
professor of psychiatry at the school, describe his own near- 
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death expérience as a soldier in Texas during World War II. 
Ritchie said that he had been allowed to return to this life 
so that he could learn more about humanity and then serve 
God. After receiving his doctorate in philosophy, Moody 
went on to teach in North Carolina, and there he heard his 
second account of a near-death expérience from a student 
whose story was remarkably similar to Ritchie's. By the 
time he entered medical school in 1972, Moody had begun 
to gather together an informai collection of such reports. He 
found these near-death stories to be so widespread, and yet 
so little studied, that he decided to conduct his own survey 
and interviews as he was beginning his medical career. 

Moody collected about 
150 taies. Some of them came 
from people who were resus- 
citated after having been de- 
clared dead. Others were the 
accounts of people who, 
through accident or severe ill- 
ness, had corne very close to 
death. After studying these 
firsthand stories, Moody iden- 
tified fifteen éléments that re- 
curred among the NDEs. Not 
ail of them were présent in 
any one case, nor did they 
necessarily occur in the same 
sequence. However, a theo- 
retically idéal or complété 
near-death expérience would, 
in Moody's words, run some- 
thing like this: 

"A man is dying and, as 
he reaches the point of great- 
est physical distress, he hears 
himself pronounced dead by 
his doctor. He begins to hear 
an uncomfortable noise, a loud ringing or buzzing, and at 
the same time feels himself moving very rapidly through a 
long dark tunnel. After this, he suddenly finds himself out- 
side of his own physical body, but still in the immédiate 
physical environment, and he sees his own body from a dis¬ 
tance, as though he is a spectator. He watches the resusci¬ 
tation attempt from this unusual vantage point and is in a 
State of emotional upheaval. 

"After a while, he collects himself and becomes more 
accustomed to his odd condition. He notices that he still has 
a 'body,' but one of a very different nature and with very 
different powers from the physical body he has left behind. 


Soon other things begin to happen. Others corne to meet 
and to help him. He glimpses the spirits of relatives and 
friends who hâve already died, and a loving, warm spirit of 
a kind he has never encountered before—a being of light— 
appears before him. This being asks him a question, non- 
verbally, to make him evaluate his life and helps him along 
by showing him a panoramic, instantaneous playback of 
the major events of his life. At some point he finds himself 
approaching some sort of barrier or border, apparently rep- 
resenting the limit between earthly life and the next life. 
Yet, he finds that he must go back to the earth, that the time 
for his death has not yet corne. At this point he resists, for 
by now he is taken up with 
his expériences in the after- 
life and does not want to re¬ 
turn. He is overwhelmed by 
intense feelings of joy, love, 
and peace. Despite his atti¬ 
tude, though, he somehow 
reunites with his physical 
body and lives. 

''Later he tries to tell 
others, but he has trouble do- 
ing so. In the first place, he 
can find no human words ad¬ 
équate to describe these un- 
earthly épisodes. He also 
finds that others scoff, so he 
stops telling other people. 
Still, the expérience affects 
his life profoundly, especially 
his views about death and its 
relationship to life." 

Moody also described 
each of the characteristic élé¬ 
ments of the NDEs he heard. 
The main features are: 

Ineffability. Moody found that those who reported 
NDEs uniformly believe them to be inexpressible in ordinary 
language. As one woman put it, "Our world-the one we're 
living in now —is three-dimensional, but the next one defi- 
nitely isn't. And that’s why it's so hard to tell you this. I hâve 
to describe it to you in words that are three-dimensional. 
That's as close as I can get to it, but it's not really adéquate. 

I can't really give you a complété picture." 

Hearing the news of one's own death. Many of Moody's 
respondents tell of hearing their doctors or others pro- 
nounce them dead. Said one survivor.* "First, they tested 
this drug they were going to use on my arm, since I had a lot 



Psychiatrist Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, shown here 
with a terminally ill patient, documented hundreds of near-death 
expériences . Later, she began speaking pubiicîy-and with 
conviction-about life after death. 
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of drug allergies. But there was no reaction, so they went 
ahead. When they used it this time, I arrested on them. I 
heard the radiologist who was working on me go over to 
the téléphoné, and I heard very clearly as he dialed it. I 
heard him say, 'Dr. James, I've killed your patient, Mrs. Mar¬ 
tin.' And I knew I wasn't dead. I tried to move or to let them 
know, but I couldn't. When they were trying to resuscitate 
me, I could hear them telling how many cc's of something 
to give me, but I didn't feel the needles going in." Almost 
everyone who reports hearing of his or her death tries in 
vain to deny it. The person can see and hear and think but is 
unable to move or speak. 

Feelings of serenity. For those studied, the early stages 
of an NDE often involve extremely pleasant feelings and 
sensations. Any pain that the person may hâve been feeling 
has disappeared. After one man received a severe head in¬ 
jury, his vital signs were undetectable. He said later: "At the 
point of injury there was a momentaiy flash of pain, but 
then ail the pain vanished. I had the feeling of floating in a 
dark space. The day was bitterly cold, yet while I was in that 
blackness ail I felt was warmth and the most extreme com- 
fort I hâve ever experienced .... I remember thinking, ’l 
must be dead.' " 

Noise. Those experiencing NDEs often hear unusual 
sounds, sometimes of a very unpleasant nature. A man who 
"died" for twenty minutes during an abdominal operation 
reported "a really bad buzzing noise coming from inside my 
head. It made me very uncomfortable." On the other hand, 
the sound can be magnifient. A young woman who had 
suffered from internai bleeding said that at the instant she 
collapsed she "began to hear music of some sort, a majes- 
tic, really beautiful sort of music." 

The dark tunnel. As they hear the noise, many subjects 
report the sensation of being pulled rapidly through a dark 
tunnel, valley, cave, well, cylinder, or other elongated 
space. One informant stopped breathing because of an al¬ 
lergie reaction to a local anesthetic: "The First thing that 
happened—it was real quick-was that I went through this 
dark, black vacuum at super speed. You could compare it to 


a tunnel, I guess. I felt like I was riding on a roller coaster 
train at an amusement park, going through this tunnel at a 
tremendous speed." 

Leaving the body. Often what people find to be the 
most surprising and affecting part of the near-death expéri¬ 
ence is an apparent out-of-body épisode. This awareness of 
séparation from one's body frequently follows the trip 
through the dark tunnel. 

One woman who underwent such an expérience re- 
called: "I was admitted to the hospital with heart trouble, 
and the next morning, lying in the hospital bed, I began to 
hâve a very severe pain in my chest. I pushed the button 
beside the bed to call for the nurses, and they came in and 
started working on me. I was quite uncomfortable lying on 
my back so I turned over, and as 1 did I quit breathing and 
my heart stopped beating. Just then, 1 heard the nurses 
shout, 'Code pinkï Code pinkï' As they were saying this, I 
could feel myself moving out of my body and sliding down 
between the mattress and the rail on the side of the bed- 
actually it seemed as if I went through the rail—on down to 
the floor. Then I started rising upward, slowly. On my way 
up, I saw more nurses corne running into the room- there 
must hâve been a dozen of them .... 1 drifted on up past 
the light Fixture-I saw it from the side and very distinctly— 
and then I stopped, floating right below the ceiling, looking 
down. I felt almost as though 1 were a piece of paper that 
someone had blown up to the ceiling." 

Meeting others. Spirits of dead relatives, friends, or 
guardian beings seem to appear in order to ease the loneli- 
ness of the transition into death. A woman who underwent 
a very difficult childbirth heard the doctor tell her relatives 
that she was dying. "Even as I heard him saying this I felt 
myself coming to," she recounted. "As I did, I realized that 
ail these people were there, almost in multitudes it seems, 
hovering around the ceiling of the room. They were ail peo¬ 
ple I had known in my past life, but who had passed on 
before. I recognized my grandmother and a girl I had 
known when 1 was in school, and many other relatives and 
friends. It seems that I mainly saw their faces and felt their 
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A common eïement in many reports of near-death 
expériences is travel through a iong, dark tunnel. In this médiéval painting by 
Hieronymus Bosch, The Ascent into the Empyrean, a spirit 
en route to heaven enters such a passageway. 


presence. They ail seemed pleased. It was a very happy oc¬ 
casion, and I felt that they had corne to protect or to guide 
me. It was almost as if I were coming home." 

The being of light. Possibly the most amazing element 
in the accounts that Moody studied, and the one that has 
the most profound effect on the individual, is the encounter 
with the being of light. Typically, the light is dim at first but 
then waxes brighter and brighter until it reaches an un- 
earthly or indescribable brilliance. At the same time, those 
who hâve seen the light say that it does not hurt their eyes 
or keep them from being able to see other things. Perhaps, 
Moody notes, this is because the dying do not hâve physical 
eyes to be dazzled. 

In every case that Moody recorded, those who saw the 
light as part of a near-death expérience knew that it was a 
being, one who emanated love and warmth beyond de¬ 
scription. The identification of this being varies with the re- 
ligious background of the dying person. Most Christians see 
the light as Christ, whereas Jews hâve identified it as an 
angel. The being may communicate with the dying person, 
seemingly by thought transference. Usually it asks a ques¬ 
tion that is understood as "Are you prepared to die?" or 
"What hâve you done with your life to show me?” or "1s it 
worth it?" None of the subjects felt that the questions were 
judgmental or condemning. 

One person remembered the expérience this way: "It 
was just a tremendous amount of light.... I just can't de- 
scribe it. It seemed that it covered everything .... At first, 
when the light came, 1 wasn't sure what was happening, but 
then, it asked, it kind of asked me if I was ready to die. It 
was like talking to a person, but a person wasn't there. The 
light's what was talking to me, but in a voice. Now, I think 
that the voice that was talking to me actually realized that I 
wasn't ready to die. You know, it was just kind of testing me 
more than anything else. Yet, from the moment the light 
spoke to me, I felt really good—secure and loved.” 

The review. The appearance of the being of light and 
his probing questions may précédé a moment of startling 
intensity during which the being présents the person with 


an overview of his or her life. The review is very fast, like a 
movie shown at high speed, although some respondents 
said that they saw everything at once and were able to take 
it ail in at a glance. 

One woman recalled her expérience: "When the light 
appeared, the first thing he said to me was 'What do you 
hâve to show me that you’ve done with your life?’ or some- 
thing to this effect. And that's when these fiashbacks start- 
ed. I thought, 'Gee, what is going on?' because ail of a sud- 
den, I was back early in my childhood. And from then on, it 
was like I was walking from the time of my very early life, 
on through each year of my life, right up to the présent." 

The border. In a few cases, people feel themselves ap- 
proaching a border or limit of some kind. It has been de- 
scribed as a door, a fence, a body of water, a gray mist, or 
simply a line. They may see the border as the threshold be- 
tween life and death. A man dying of kidney disease first 
saw the being of light. Next, the "thoughts or words came 
into my mind: 'Do you want to die?' And I replied that I 
didn't know since I knew nothing about death. Then the 
white light said, 'Corne over this line and you will learn.' " 

Coming back. Obviously, the people that Raymond 
Moody talked with had corne back from the apparent 
threshold of death, or there would hâve been no material 
for Life afïer Life. The return represents an important ele¬ 
ment in the near-death expérience. It cornes at the end of 
the expérience and at a time when many of the dying hâve 
lost any desire to reenter their bodies. Once a dying person 
reaches a certain depth in the expérience, respondents hâve 
said, he or she rarely wants to return. This is especially 
true for those who go so far into an NDE that they encoun¬ 
ter the being of light. 

Several mothers of young children said they would 
hâve preferred to stay in the spiritual world but felt an obli¬ 
gation to go back and raise their children. Others said they 
returned because of unfinished tasks on earth. 

Coming back quite often involves another trip through 
the dark tunnel, though few of Moody's respondents expe- 
rienced an actual reentry into their physical bodies. Most 


69 









/helmlngfy peaceful. A bright light beckons ftom the far side, and a luminous guide may iead the spirit onward. 
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said they simply lapsed into unconsciousness at the end of 
the expérience and woke later to find themselves back in 
their flesh-and-blood bodies. 

Moody named four other characteristic éléments of 
NDEs, ail of which could fall under the heading "beginning 
again": telling others, corroboration of the expérience, 
changed lives, and new views of death. People who under- 
go near-death expériences hâve no doubts about the reality 
and importance of their NDEs, says Moody, but few are will- 
ing to discuss them openly. They usually find that a skepti- 
cal society is simply not ready to receive NDE reports with 
sympathy and understanding. One survivor commented, "I 
tried to tell my minister, but he told me I had been halluci- 
nating, so I shut up." 

Because of the difficulty of communicating what may 
be the most profound expérience in their lives, people who 
hâve had an NDE'may believe they are unique. Moody 
found that many of his subjects were greatly relieved to 
hear that other people had had similar expériences. AH felt 
that the expérience had changed them. "In other words," 
said one survivor, "there's more to life than Friday night 
movies and the football game. And there's more to me that 
I don't even know about. And then I started thinking about 
'What is the limit of the human and of the mind?' It just 
opened me up to a whole new world." 

inally, Moody found that the near-death expérience 
almost always alters one's attitude toward death, 
especially for those who before their NDE thought 
that death meant complété extinction—of the spirit 
as well as the body. According to one person, 
"Some people I hâve known are so afraid, so scared. I al¬ 
ways smile to myself when I hear people doubt that there is 
an afterlife, or say, 'When you're dead, you're gone.' I think 
to myself, 'They really don't know.' " 

Few of Moody's respondents had expériences contain- 
ing ail of these éléments. And for some, the NDE was even 
unpleasant. One woman remarked, "If you leave here a tor- 
mented soûl, you will be a tormented soûl over there, too." 
A widower who tried to commit suicide said, "I didn't go 


where [my wife] was. I went to an awful place .... I imme- 
diately saw what a mistake I had made." Such cases were a 
small minority of Moody's sample, however. 

The publication in 1977 of Moody's second book, Ré¬ 
fections on Life afier Life, which backed up the conclusions 
of the first book with more case historiés, marked the end of 
the first phase of near-death studies. Characterized by infor¬ 
mai, anecdotal studies aimed at a popular audience, with 
little concern for documentation or systematic analysis, this 
period nevertheless moved a number of scientists to begin 
more rigorous NDE research. 

In November 1977, Raymond Moody and a number of 
other independent researchers met in Charlottesville, Vir¬ 
ginia, to discuss new avenues for NDE research. As a resuit, 
the Association for the Scientific Study of Near-Death Phe- 
nomena, which included most of the professionals who 
were active in the emerging field of NDE studies, sprang 
into being the following year. Over the next few years, arti¬ 
cles on near-death expériences began to appear in the med¬ 
ical, psychological, and philosophical literature. Doctors 
read papers on the subject at professional meetings, and 
religious scholars began to add their commentaiy. 

Moody's work inspired the next major study of NDEs, 
a survey conducted by Connecticut psychologist Kenneth 
Ring. Ring, who had previously studied altered States of 
consciousness, spent thirteen months interviewing people 
who had corne close to death. In 1980 he published Life at 
Death, the first book to apply statistical methods to the anal¬ 
ysis of near-death-experience reports. 

Ring's research, which analyzed NDEs with graphs 
and statistical tables, substantiated Moody's description of 
the near-death core expérience. The psychologist wanted to 
delve further into the issue, however, asking questions such 
as: How common are the details outlined by Moody? Does it 
make a différence how one dies (or cornes close to death)? 
What is the connection between religious sentiment and the 
near-death expérience? And what changes occur in the sur¬ 
vivons subséquent life? 

Acknowledging that his samples were not entirely 
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random, Ring found that near-death expériences were re- 
ported by 48 percent of those who had corne close to dying. 
However, given the sampling problem, ali he would really 
commit to saying was that such expériences were not rare. 
The way in which a person approached death-through ill- 
ness, accident, or suicide-seemed not to hâve a significant 
effect on the expérience. Nor did depth of religious belief: 
Religious and nonreligious people had NDEs in about the 
same numbers, and the nature of their beliefs did not affect 
the character of their NDEs, although it did change the in¬ 
terprétation of them. Frequently, near-death expériences 
made people more religious than they had been previously. 
Ring's research agreed with Moody's in finding that survi- 
vors believed they had received an important new start in 
Iife. Predictably, they also had a much stronger belief in an 
afterlife and less fear of death. 

Ring concédés that his studies will hardly prove the 
existence of life aller death. He does offer up his own beliefs 
on the subject: “1 do believe-but not just on the basis of my 
own or others' data regarding near-death experiences-that 
we continue to hâve a conscious existence afler our physi- 
cal death and that the core expérience does represent its 
beginning, a glimpse of things to corne. I am, in fact, con- 
vinced—both from my own personal expériences and from 
my studies as a psychologist—that it is possible to become 
conscious of 'other realities' and that the coming close to 
death represents one avenue to a higher 'frequency do¬ 
main or reality, which will be fully accessible to us follow- 
ing what we call death." 

Finally, Ring spéculâtes "with considérable intellectu- 
al réluctance" that the being of light and the voice that 
seems to be heard by thought transference in the N DE corne 
from within—from a "higher self" that he suggests is vastly 
different from normal consciousness. The higher self, says 
Ring, could hâve total knowledge of the individual and 
could produce a review of his or her life in total detail. 

Although Kenneth Ring refuses to use the word soûl 
because of its religious connotations, he ends by saying that 
the feeling of being with God can be explained by a rather 


traditional philosophie view. "If one can accept the idea of a 
higher self," says the psychologist, "it is not difficult to as¬ 
sume that that self-as well as the individual himself-is ac- 
tually an aspect of God, or the Creator, or any such term 
with which one feels comfortable." 

ing's initia] observations on the widespread na¬ 
ture of NDEs were confirmed in 1982, when At¬ 
lanta cardiologist Michael B. Sabom published a 
book titled Recollections of Death. lnterestingly, 
Sabom began his studies a strong skeptic about 
NDEs but became convinced of their reality during five 
years of research on the subject. Sabom had First heard of 
NDEs in 1976 during an adult Sunday school class he at- 
tended in Gainesville, Florida. Participants in the class were 
discussing Raymond Moody's book Life afler Life. 

Asked for his opinion, Dr. Sabom recalls that the kind- 
est thing he could think of to say at the moment was, "I 
don't believe it." Nevertheless, later the same week, he 
found himseif agreeing to participate in a présentation of 
the Moody book to a churchwide audience. The doctor was 
to field any medical questions that came up. In préparation, 
he decided to interview patients in the local hospital to see 
if he could find anyone who had had an NDE. He soon 
found a woman who described her expérience to him. "To 
my utter amazement," writes Sabom, "the details matched 
the descriptions in Life afler Life. I was even more impressed 
by her sincerity and the deep personal significance her ex¬ 
périence had had for her." 

Sabom had been skeptical because he had never 
heard of such an expérience, either from patients of his own 
or from his colleagues. Most doctors were inclined to be 
doubtful of the phenomenon, reacting partly to the some- 
what sensational media coverage touched off by the suc- 
cess of Moody's Life afler Life and the lectures of Elisabeth 
Kübler-Ross. Near-death expériences had become the stuff 
of TV talk shows, checkout-counter tabloids, a quasi- 
documentary movie, and even weekly contests for the best 
out-of-body expérience. Sabom said that his preresearch 
views were best expressed on the pages of a 1979 article in 
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A spirit joumey to a shadowy 
place, sometimes described as a 
cave, is a common element of 
near-death expériences. Blake's 
The Descent ofMan into the 
Vale o/Death illustrâtes such a 
place, where an angel holding a 
Iight alqft leads spirits into a 
cavem. There they appear to be 
greeted or soothed by loved 
ones who had previously died. 
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ïhe Visions of William Blatte 



English painter and poet William Blake 
has been variously described as a 
visionary, a mystic, and a madman. 

His paintings-full of gods, démons, 
and scenes of afterlife—were not only 
the products of his imagination, he 
said, but of visions disclosed to him by 
spirits. And some of his paintings, 
perhaps resulting from those visions, 
depict scenes similar to reports of 
near-death expériences. 

Blake claimed to the end of his life 
that he was "under the direction of 
Messengers from Heaven, Daily and 
Nightly." Blake's connections with the 
spirit world began at the âge of four, 
when he believed he saw God "put His 
forehead to the window." When he 
was about eight years old, the boy 
marveled at what he described as a 
tree bright with angels. And when, as 
a young man of twenty-nine, he 
witnessed the death of his younger 
brother, Blake claimed to see "the 
released spirit ascend heavenwards, 
clapping its hands for joy." 

On Blake's own death, according to 
a friend, the painter-poet had a vision 
of his life after death: He died "singing 
of the things he saw in heaven." 


In Blake's The Soûl Hovering above 
the Body, the departing spirit seems reîuctant 
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Angelic figures Une a radiant staircase spiraling toward heaven in William Blake's watercolor Jacob's Dream As in 
many reported near-death expériences, the angels appear to be leading spirits-some ofthem children-toward a comforting 
light. Other angels are descending the staircase, perhaps to summon new spirits to the next realm. 
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the Journal of the American Medical Association that stated, 
"People who undergo these 'death expériences' are suffer- 
ing from a hypoxie [oxygen-deficient] State, during which 
they try to deal psychologically with the anxieties provokec^ 
by medical procedures and talk .... We are dealing here 
with the fantasy of death .... Five years and 116 interviews 
later," Sabom said, "I am convinced that my original suspi ¬ 
cions about this were wrong.'' 

Determined to be objective in his research, Sabom in- 
terviewed subjects in such a way that they were not at first 
aware of his real interest. He did not limit himself to those 
who claimed to hâve had an NDE but questioned a random 
sample of patients who had suffered near-fatal medical cri¬ 
ses. He found that 43 percent had vivid memories of their 
brush with death, one-third of them had out-of-body expé¬ 
riences, and about half recalled traveling through a dark 
tunnel toward a bright light. 

Sabom examined alternate explanations for NDEs.- 
that they are simply lies, dreams, hallucinations, or drug- 
induced delusions, or are caused by drastic changes in the 
brain just prior to death. In his opinion, none of these expla¬ 
nations adequately accounts for the near-death expérience. 
For instance, some of his patients could accurately report 
the details of resuscitation efforts that occurred while they 
were believed to be unconscious, details that could not be 
duplicated by a control group of medically experienced peo¬ 
ple who were asked to guess at such procedures. 

After considering alternatives, Sabom did feel that the 
out-of-body expérience is probably authentic and that dur¬ 
ing the time when mind and body are separated, a person 
can make accurate observations and enter into a mystical 
State. He is cautious about his conclusions, however. "Per- 
sonally, I believe in life after death," he said. "But 1 do not 
believe the work 1 hâve done proves life after death." 

At about the same time that Sabom published his 
book, Kenneth Ring became the head of the newly founded 
International Association for Near Death Studies (1ANDS) at 
the University of Connecticut. And in 1984 he published a 
sequel to Life at Death, a book called Heading toward Omé¬ 


ga, in which the psychologist pushes his spéculations on 
NDEs even further. While writing his second book, Ring re- 
ceived a moving letter from a young woman who claimed 
to hâve had a life-changing expérience, containing many of 
the éléments of an NDE, without having been near death or 
even sick. Her letter was not unique. Ring says that there 
are more than a hundred like it in lANDS's files, missives 
from people who said they had had "what you call a near- 
death expérience" during méditation, childbirth, a personal 
crisis, or a church service, or spontaneously. 

hat occurs during an NDE," Ring decided, "has 
nothing inherently to do with death or with the 
transition into death." He goes on to suggest 
that the NDE should be considered one of a 
family of related mystical expériences, similar 
to some Indian forms of enlightenment. Overall, Ring's 
highly provocative and rather daring proposai is that the 
NDE itself might just be an evolutionary mechanism for 
moving individuals into the next stage of human develop¬ 
ment. Perhaps, he suggests, such occurrences unlock previ- 
ously dormant spiritual potential and help to produce a 
higher mode of consciousness. 

Ring observes that there are no systematic studies of 
the incidence of such transcendental expériences. Never- 
theless, as he points out, a 1982 Gallup poil of NDEs con- 
cluded that one in twenty Americans has had a near-death 
expérience. "Obviously," says Ring, "the thousands of 
NDErs who hâve been interviewed are speaking for millions 
of their silent brethren.” 

As NDE research continues, so too does the debate. The 
phenomenon itself is widely accepted as real-almost no 
one questions that people are honestly reporting their expé¬ 
riences—but its meaning is still controversial. Despite a 
centuiy of active investigation, the crucial issue remains 
veiy much as it was in the 1880s: Do NDEs prove the exist¬ 
ence of life after death? Or is there a psychological or phys- 
iological explanation for them? 

Skeptics raise a number of objections to a survivalist 
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interprétation of NDEs. For instance, most people who hâve 
been close to death simply do not hâve NDEs. Some return 
with nightmarish expériences. Moreover, the primary 
Moody-type NDE sometimes happens to people who are not 
in danger of death at ail, so the expérience could not always 
be related to dying. And finally, the evidence for NDEs 
cornes only from the living. "Clinically dead" is an ambigu- 
ous term often used by those who tell of such expériences, 
but the fact is that the person did not really die. For obvious 
reasons, there is no evidence about what happens to people 
who actually die. 

onsurvivalist explanations for near-death expéri¬ 
ences generally fall into two camps: One, NDEs are 
psychological constructs, illusions triggered by the 
stressful occasion of approaching death, or two, 
NDEs are hallucinations produced by Chemical 
changes in the dying brain. The depersonalization theoiy of 
Russell Noyés is one such psychological explanation, al- 
though even Noyés admits that it does not cover ail facets 
of mystical consciousness. Some observers hâve also sug- 
gested that the near-death expérience is an archétype, a 
kind of universal myth stored in eveiyone's unconscious 
mind and brought forth only in extreme situations. Others 
prefer a physiological explanation, noting similarities be- 
tween near-death expériences and drug-induced hallucina¬ 
tions. (For instance, LSD visions often include a trip through 
a tunnel.) Perhaps, they say, hospital anesthésia could ac- 
count for such expériences. Or, it is possible that the over- 
stressed brain is itself suffering a Chemical disorder or re- 
acting to oxygen deprivation (common in dying people), 
which might cause vivid visions. 

Clearly, near-death expériences remain an enigma, and as 
such they hâve spawned an éntire field of study. As of 1986, 
at least forty scholars and researchers in the United States 
alone were active in near-death research. IANDS publishes 
Anabiosis, a scholarly journal on the subject. Psychology 
and psychiatry textbooks describe NDE research. Graduate 
students hâve written doctoral theses on the subject. 


Meanwhile, study in the area continues along more 
specialized lines than in the past. Researchers are currently 
conducting cross-cultural surveys to see if the NDE is truly a 
universal phenomenon, and they are examining the expéri¬ 
ences of specialized populations such as children, the blind, 
and prisoners. Doctors hâve designed neurophysiological 
experiments to assess the possible rôle of endorphins (hor¬ 
mones that act on the nervous System to reduce pain) and 
other natural Chemicals in NDEs. 

The accumulated knowledge about near-death expéri¬ 
ences seems to hâve some practical applications. Apparent- 
ly, simple exposure to NDE findings tends to reduce almost 
everyone's fear of death and dying. Nurses, therapists, cler- 
gy, social workers, and funeral directors use their knowl¬ 
edge of near-death expériences to help lessen such fears in 
hospitals, nursing homes, and hospices. 

Near-death research continues to surprise. For exam¬ 
ple, a 1986 paper on the psychoanalysis of nineteen NDE 
survivors reported that they came to treatment already hav- 
ing the ability to free associate-to allow the mind to wan- 
der freely without any blocks or hesitancy. David Raft, the 
psychiatrist who wrote the study, claimed that free associa¬ 
tion is usually possible only after years of successful analy¬ 
sis or for "a spiritual adept who has mastered the discipline 
of religious contemplation.” 

Philosophers hâve wrangled for centuries over such 
questions as the so-called mind-body problem, which asks 
how it is possible for an invisible, immaterial mind to relate 
to a visible, material body. Perhaps when ail the varieties of 
the out-of-body expérience are better understood, the phi¬ 
losophers will agréé on a solution. 

Until then, investigators will hâve to live with the kind 
of fascinated frustration expressed by cardiologist Sabom. 
Many of the patients in his study hâve died since he inter- 
viewed them. "I just wonder when 1 go back and listen to 
the tape,” says Sabom, "if they found that what happened 
in the near-death expérience is what actually happens in 
death. It's an eerie feeling to know that now they know, and 
l'm still here wondering.” 
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Bach from flic Brink 



Studcnts of the nt-ar-death cxpcri- 
cncc say lhat n- two pe. fie whu hâve had ont describe th<_ so- 
j 'urn in prccisdy the same way Slill. thosc NPE st.Ties that hâve 
been reported art remarkably similar in nnny ways, n.' matter 
what lhe âge. sex, social station. • -r religious hditfs of the teller- 
regardless of the cause *1 'death The details may varv in 
•rder, and they arc hy n* means & mmen to each experienct, yet 
a pattern d* es émerge from thenr 

Overall. the pattern is mest notable for contradlcting the no 
li { ’ n lhat death is fearsome. drcadful, and final Those wh* hâve 
skirted the précipice say lhat, on the contrary, death is iv m.-n 
than a pleasant and peaceful passage u a realm sublime heyond 
description What exists in the next w« rld. it seems, has only lhe 
dimmest analogs in this ont To die is U awake t. « co|<>rs ( shapes, 
and Si »unds that beggar o mm» n words because they lie- outside . >î 
common perception 

S»-me researchers Confond the NPE afïbrds those spécial few 
wh. hâve them a tantalizing glimpse of a transcendent State that 
awaits ail of us after death. Others helicve it is mercly an example 
°l* tbe ind*. mitable human mind at w> rk, fabricating a dazzling exit 
from the only rcality we will ever kn* A w. Whatever else thev may 
be, the near-death expériences that hâve been studied are impres- 
sivdy consistent. The accounts may vary in particulars, but they 
seldom stray from certain central thèmes The following pages il- 
lustrate guideposts of a common NPE. 


?r 





Ilcrc a trnffic accident has 
hrought a victim close tu death, 
or perhaps he has actuaily died 
Even so, he is aware ofhis 
situation; his powers nf percep¬ 
tion are somehow intact. Yet 
he feels detached from his 
physical hody, a speclator at 
his own death Hc is calm and 
pe ace fui. Thcre is nu pain or 
fear He becumes aware of a 
dark space, a tunnel, and he 
feels himself drifting through it 
The sensation is nothing hut 
pleasant and comforling. 











At the end of the tunnel the 
victim soes fricnds and rela¬ 
tives whc hâve alrcady died. Me 
understands thaï thc’y are thtre 
to help him through his transi¬ 
tion from life to dtath. Thcn he 
secs a light, at first dim, but 
quickly growing inefïably clear, 
brilliant. and co.mpclling. He 
stnses within the light a heing 
who may stem someh- -w to be 
the light itself, a being that 
projects an unconditional and 
enveloping love. 






The dying person understands 
that the being wants him to 
review his life. No judgment or 
condemnation is implied. The 
person remains suffused with 
feelings of love and acceptance 
as before him appear shifling 
scenes thaï are the sum and 
essence of his life's expériences 
and thoughts. The process is at 
once both instantaneuus and 
timeless, and it implies a 
chnicc: He may die, or he may 
retum to o >mplete some 
unfinished facet nf his life. 







■fetracing his voyage through 
the tunnel, the accident victim 
finds himself hack in his 
physical body. He is awarc of 
people trying to revive him. He 
has not died after ail, hut his 
Iifc has been fundamentally 
altered. Hereafter he is not 
likely U fear death as he once 
may have At the same time, he 
may have a heightened appré¬ 
ciation for life and possibly a 
sense of spiritual values 
underlying the material world 






Espionné Pasl Incarnations 


A young woman visits a psycho- 
therapist, complaining of claustrophobia; in the session she sud- 
denly sees herself trapped in the hold of a slave ship. A man with 
incapacitating headaches recounts, under hypnosis, an earlier ex¬ 
istence that ended when he died of a brain tumor. A writer unable 
to finish her books becomes convinced of a previous incarnation 
in colonial America, where she was prosecuted for heresy. 

These people and others throughout the world believe that the 
answers to their problems may lie in the past-not the traditional 
past of childhood memories, but the past of a previous life. Explor- 
ing these lives with them are an increasing number of counselors 
and psychologists who specialize in what they call past-life or ré¬ 
gression therapy. Patients undergoing such treatment are encour- 
aged to think back to a time before they were born and to trace 
links between that supposed existence and their current life. 

One such counselor is Dr. Garrett Oppenheim, who is a psy- 
chotherapist in Tappan, New York. Oppenheim does not claim to 
hâve proven the reality of reincarnation. He does contend that in 
visualizing these scenes, whatever their source and however frag- 
mentary and unverifiable they may be, his clients will better under- 
stand the forces that control their lives. Client Monica (her real 
naine withheld for privacy) agréés. In 1986, she attended Oppen- 
heim's lectures on past-life régression, and soon began Consulting 
him privately. She believes that under hypnosis she has discovered 
a previous existence as a man in the American Southwest. Her sto- 
ry, told in her own words, is represented with period photographs 
on the nçxt six pages. 


Hypnotized, yet aware of her surroundings in psycho- 
therapist Garrett Oppenheim 's office, Monica watches scenes that seem to 
depict an earlier life passing before her eyes like a vivid movie . 
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My name in that life was John 
Ralph Wainwright. I don’t 
remember my earliest years in 
that existence, but I do know 
that I grew up on a ranch 
outside of the town of Wiscon¬ 
sin, Arizona, in the late nine- 
teenth century. The ranch had 
three buildings and a big house 
with a lot of mullioned Win¬ 
dows. My parents were hard- 
working, but well-off—my 
father was a well-known 
horsetrader. 

I know I had brothers and 
sisters, but I wasn't able to 
identify how many, or who they 
were. I went back to a scene at 
a dinner table and there were 
lots of kids there, but maybe 
some of them were the children 
of ranch hands. I usually go 
back to scenes that are focal 
points in that earlier life, that 
hâve people who are also in 
this life. I guess my brothers 
and sisters in that life weren't 
important to the life l'm in now. 









When I was a young man I 
became a deputy sheriff. I liked 
that job because I could be 
outdoors a lot, not sitting at a 
desk-which is still the case in 
this life; 1 don’t like being 
confmed. 

Eventually I married a 
bank president’s daughter, Lu- 
Anne Simmons, and worked at 
the Wiscon Valley Bank. I 
didn't like that job at ail, so af- 
ter a few years I went back to 
the sheriff's office and was pro- 
moted. I remember that I hated 
to wear hats, so when 1 had to 
wear one with my uniform, I 
pushed it back on my head. 
That's why I was known as 
"the sheriff without a hat." I'm 
like that today; I can't bear to 
hâve anything on my head. 







I died on July 7, 1907. I know 
the date exactly because when 
I went back to the scene under 
hypnosis I looked at the calen- 
dar on the desk. It was a 
Sunday, I think, and I went into 
the office to do some paper- 
work, taking my son Joshua 
with me. I was sitting there 
thinking about how happy I 
was with my life right then, 
when three men burst into the 
room with their guns drawn. I 
don't remember who they 
were; maybe they were men I 
had sent to jail. I leaped up, 
and one of them shot me. It's 
funny, when I go back to that 
scene, I hear the shots hit me, 
but I don't feel any pain. 

The way I died then, just 
when I was feeling happy, may 
be why in my current life I've 
unconsciously avoided the 
things that might contribute to 
my happiness. I think I've 
worked that out now. 

I was reborn in 1943. 







CHAPTER 3 


Sfeppinginfo New Livra 


he little boy called Sujith had not yet reached his second birthday in 1971 
when, according to his family, he began to talk about an earlier life. Ex¬ 
pressing himself in the limited speech of a child so young, adding sounds 
and gestures when vocabulaiy failed, Sujith said that his name in his past 
life had been Sammy and that he had been a railroad worker and later a 
seller of bootleg arrack, a potent liquor distilled from rice, molasses, or other 
ingrédients. He said that as Sammy he had lived in the village of Gorakana, 
about eight miles south of his présent home in the suburbs of Colombo, Sri 
Lanka (formerly Ceylon). He went on to relate that his—or Sammy's—wife 
was named Maggie and that one day, when he was drunk and they had 
quarreled, he had set out on foot along the busy highway in front of their 
house, only to be struck and killed by a passing truck. Repeatedly, the tod- 
dler demanded to be taken to Gorakana. He also had a precocious taste for 
cigarettes and arrack. 

Sujith's mother, Nandanie, who had been divorced from the boy's fa- 
ther soon after the child's birth, was not entirely mystified by such behavior. 
She and the other members of her family knew no one in Gorakana, nor did 
they know if a bootlegger named Sammy had ever existed. But like most Sri 
Lankans, they were Buddhists and accepted the idea of reincarnation, which 
holds that eveiy human has a soûl or psychic essence separate from the 
physical self, and that this psychic entity survives death to reappear, usually 
anonymously, in another body at some later time. The fact that little Sujith 
might contain the spirit of a quarrelsome drunkard from a neighboring town 
and be able to give witness to it was hardly unimaginable. Thus Nandanie 
expressed no objection when a monk in a nearby temple, having heard 
about the boy, asked if he could investigate. 

The monk interviewed Sujith at length, wrote down significant details 
of his stoiy, and selected sixteen items about his past life that could be 
checked for accuracy. He then visited Gorakana on several occasions and 
managed to verify nearly ail of them. He discovered, for example, that a man 
named Sammy Fernando had lived in Gorakana until six months before Su¬ 
jith's birth. This Sammy had been a former railway worker and an arrack 




dealer. He also had a wife named Maggie and a father 
named jamis. People in Gorakana confirmed that Sammy 
Fernando had been killed by a truck outside his home short - 
ly after quarreling with his wife; the dead man was, they 
added, a hard-drinking, violent, and impulsively generous 
man who had had repeated brushes with the police. He was 
a cigarette smoker. 

It was not long before a newspaper article about Sujith 
found its way to Ian Stevenson, a professor of psychiatty at 
the University of Virginia and director of the division of per- 
sonality studies at the university medical center. Since the 
early 1960s, Stevenson has become the prééminent scien- 
tific researcher studying cases of purported réincarnation, 
or metempsychosis, as it is sometimes called. A low-key, 
publicity-shunning figure in a field that has many showy 
personalities among its population, he has quietly been ac- 
cumulating a vast and extraordinary file of réincarnation 
cases. The total now exceeds 2,000. 

When Stevenson gets wind of a potentially good case, 
he does not just investigate it-he lays siégé. He travels to 
the subject's home, wherever it may be, and to the place 
where the person allegedly lived in the past. (He covered an 
average of 55,000 miles a year between 1966 and 1977.) 
Stevenson conducts dozens of tape- 
recorded interviews, which are often 
supplemented by follow-up visits 
years later. His fact-finding technique, 
he says, combines the approaches of 
a lawyer, a psychiatrist, a historian, | 
and a détective-he has even used a 
polygraph test on occasion. 

Stevenson gave the Sujith/ 

Sammy case the usual thorough at¬ 
tention. The psychiatrist traveled to 
Sri Lanka in 1973 and conducted a sé¬ 
riés of interviews with everyone in- 
volved, including Sujith, who was by 


then three-and-one-half years old, and Sammy's widow, 
Maggilin Fernando. In so doing, he was able to find corrob¬ 
oration for fifty-nine of Sujith's statements about his earlier 
life. Stevenson discovered additional behavior parallels be¬ 
tween the child and the person whose life he claimed to 
remember-including a taste for spicy food and a prefer- 
ence for wearing a certain type of shirt and sarong not com- 
monly found among young children. Both persons shared 
an enthusiasm for singing, used profanity freely, were given 
to physical violence, and were notably generous with their 
meager possessions. The toddler even displayed a peculiar 
wariness around policemen and a pronounced fear of 
trucks that seemed to hâve parallels in Sammy's life. Sujith 
also showed what seemed to be instant récognition of a 
number of people in Sammy's family when they were 
brought together. He called Maggilin "Maggie" and other 
pet names that Sammy used, and made her cry by proclaim- 
ing "I love you Maggie" and then blaming her for his death. 

Stevenson’s fieldwork turned up no evidence that Su¬ 
jith's family and the Fernandos had previously known each 
other. The closest connection was a former drinking com- 
panion of Sammy's who was casually acquainted with Su¬ 
jith's family, but both this man and Sujith's mother and 
grandmother denied ever having dis- 
cussed Sammy. Likewise, Sujith's ec- 
centric behavior and his easy récogni¬ 
tion of Sammy's relatives seemed to 
rule out the possibility that the child 
was pretending or fantasizing, or that 
anyone else was using him as part of 
an elaborate déception, even assum- 
ing that he could memorize ail the 
facts he seemed to know at âges two 
and three. The only other explana- 
tion, from Stevenson's vantage, was 
reincarnation. Calling it "one of the 
strongest known to me," he included 





Sujith's story in the second volume of a sériés he titled 
Cases of the Reincarnation Type. 

Only recently has reincarnation been subjected to 
any sort of systematic study. But the possibility of mul¬ 
tiple lives has been accepted on faith since ancien 
times. Indeed, belief in reincarnation may date back to the 
Stone Age, some 12,000 years ago or earlier. Archaeolo- 
gists, noting that it was common practice at the time to bury 
the dead in the fêtai position, hâve speculated that prehis- 
toric peoples may hâve been preparing the bodies for a lit- 
eral rebirth of the spirit. And the phenomenon of réincarna¬ 
tion has played—and continues to play—a part in countless 
primitive cultures around the world, among peoples who 
were and are living in remote régions of Africa, Asia, 
Australia, and the Americas. 

Reincarnation has also been incorporated into the 
formai beliefs of more civilized cultures, extending back as 
far as the beginnings of recorded history. The ancient Egyp- 
tians, for example, enclosed in the coffins of their dead texts 
that attested to the deceased's virtues, in the hopes of per- 
suading the god Osiris to grant them further lives. Hero- 
dotus, the Greek historian who wrote extensively on Egyp- 
tian customs, reported that Egyptians believed that it took 
3,000 years for a spirit to complété the full cycle of lives 
through which it had to go. 

And reincarnation figured in the teachings of many 
ancient Greek philosopher-mystics. Pythagoras, the sixth- 
century B.c. mathematician and mystic, claimed to hâve 
lived many other lives, including that of a Trojan warrior, a 
prophet, a peasant, a prostitute, and a shopkeeper. Once, 
he reportedly stopped a man from beating a puppy, saying: 
"Do not hit him, it is the soûl of a friend of mine. I recog- 
nized it when I heard it cry out." Plato, the fifth-century B.c. 
sage, was fully persuaded of reincarnation, and he offered a 
theory on how the soûl gradually ascends (or descends) 
through nine degrees of righteousness in a sériés of rebirth 
expériences. Describing the process in the Phaedrus, he de- 
picted the lowest rank as that of tyrants and others of ex¬ 
trême unrighteousness. However, he said, those who live 


righteously gradually journey upward to ever higher levels, 
the soûl eventually entering the body of a gymnast or phy- 
sician (fourth rank), a politician or economist (third rank), 
and a righteous king or warrior (second level). Finally, when 
the soûl has shown itself worthy of true enlightenment and 
is divorced completely from subservience to the material 
world, it may be born into the body of a philosopher, artist, 
musician, or lover. Only then, according to Plato, is the soûl 
ready to cease its rebirth and find unending peace in a 
heavenly realm of sublime knowledge. 

The classical version of reincarnation had a subver¬ 
sive influence on early Christian thought. Then, as now, the 
idea of rebirth was regarded by most churchmen as hereti- 
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This eighteenth-centuiy painting depicts 
thegod Vishnu in his incarnation as the 
white horse Kalki. The Hindu doctrine of 
transmigration holds that soûls must 
travel through various lives, animal and 
human, before achieving union with the 
Brahma, the all-encompassing divine 
prindple. Each reblrth is govemed by 
karma, the sum of one's thoughts and 
actions in the previous life. 



cal; orthodox Christian doctrine, after ail, déclarés that the 
soûls of the departed pass directly to heaven, hell, or purga- 
tory, and not into another physical being. 

Notable among Christians with differing views was 
Origen, a third-century philosopher from Alexandria, Egypt. 
Origen devoted his life to writing and teaching a kind 
of neoplatonic Christianity that included belief in réincarna¬ 
tion. In one of the few fragments of his writing that has sur- 
vived, he described how he understood rebirth to work: 
"Everyone, therefore, of those who descend to the earth is, 
according to his deserts or to the position that he had there, 
ordained to be bom in this world either in a different place, 
or in a different nation, or in a different occupation, or with 


different infirmities, or to be descended from religious 
or at least less pious parents; so as sometimes to bring 
about that an Israélite descends among the Scy- 
thians, and a poor Egyptian isbrought down tojudaea." 

Origen was posthumously condemned for such 
"blasphemous opinions" by Pope Anastasius in 400. 
But his influence lingered on with sufficient power 
that the sixth-century Council of Constantinople is- 
sued a decree of anathema against him and ail who 
accepted his concept of "monstrous restoration." 

Apparently, the council's reach did not extend 
very far. By the eleventh century a diverse collection of 
some seventy or more heretical sects, many of them 
stressing reincarnation, were Hourishing throughout 
Christendom. Perhaps the most influential was a group 
of dissidents known as the Albigenses (for the French 
town of Albi) or Cathars ("purified ones"), who believed 
that human soûls were fallen spirits for whom a human 
incarnation was a period of probation and expiation. 
Good lives were rewarded with rebirth into a body capa¬ 
ble of still greater spiritual development. Bad lives could 
only lead to rebirth into a body full of pain, suffering, and 
still more evil. The Cathars, who also would tolerate Iittle of 
this world, including music, papal wealth, and the high 
standard of living of much of the clergy, ultimately were put 
down by the Church (pages 100-101), and reincarnation was 
once again declared outside of Christian doctrine. 

In the East, the concept of reincarnation can also be 
traced to ancient times-and it has remained a central tenet 
of mainstream religious beliefs and practices. It was proba- 
bly first articulated in a formai sense in the Upanishads, the 
concluding section of a vast body of traditional hymns or 
vedas preserved by the high priests of the Aryan peoples 
who invaded India sometime around 1500 B.C. According to 
the Upanishads, the individual ego or spirit (atman) has its 
origin in a transcendent spiritual essence. The atman be- 
gins its existence in an immature State, and in order to grow 
in wisdom and reach spiritual maturity, it must undergo an 
endless cycle of rebirth, suffering, and death. With each 





French illustrator Émile Bayard depicts the fiery martyrdom of the Cathars at the Inquisition's hands in this nineteenth-centuiy woodcut. 
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The Refum of Aie Martyred Cathare 


In médiéval France there flourished a 
Christian sect that believed in réin¬ 
carnation, as well as in the dualism of 
spiritual and physical, good and evil. 

Its members were known as 
Albigenses, after the town of Albi, or, 
as they preferred, Cathari~"purified 
ones." The Cathars were an irritant to 
the Roman Catholic Church, which 
deemed them both heretical and a 
threat to churchly power. After a long 
struggle, the Catholics conquered the 
Cathar stronghold of Montségur in the 
French Pyrenees. Two hundred ten Ca¬ 
thars captured there refused to 
renounce their faith, and in 1244 they 
were bumed at the stake in Toulouse. 

To an Oxford-educated English 
psychiatrist named Arthur Guirdham, 
this was familiar histoiy and no 
more-until a young woman came to 
him in 1962 complaining of terrifying 
nightmares. During the next four years, 
"Mrs. Smith," as Guirdham called her, 
poured forth a torrent of mental 
torments, many centering on alleged 
memories of living among the Cathars 
in thirteenth-century France. As a 
schoolgirl she had imagined a Cathar 
lover named Roger, and on her school 
books she wrote bits of Provençal 
poetry he had recited to her. 



The /ortiped chateau of Montségur in 
the Pyrenean foothills seemed an 
impregnable Cathar stronghold until the 
Catholics besieged it in 1243-44. 


Her story struck some résonant 
chord in the psychiatrist, and, checking 
on fragments of Cathar histoiy, 
Guirdham found her stories uncannily 
accurate. She said, for instance, that 
the Cathars wore dark blue robes. 


Guirdham knew that traditional 
historians recorded the robes as being 
black, but Consulting an expert, he 
leamed that new research confirmed 
they were indeed dark blue. 

In time, Guirdham came to believe 
he himself was the réincarnation of 
Mrs. Smith's Roger-one Roger-Isam 
de Fanjeaux, who died in prison in 
1243. In her incarnation as his lover, 
Mrs. Smith had gone to the stake with 
the other martyred Cathars. 

Eventually, Guirdham assembled a 
circle of eight people who seemed to 
remember lives as Cathars. Their 
community was beset by apparently 
paranormal happenings. Spectral 
Cathar spirit entities were said to hâve 
visited them, and on the anniversaiy of 
the Cathar holocaust, several of the 
group suffered severe physical pain. It 
is said one woman even exhibited 
stigmata in the form of fiery blisters. 

Criticized as unscientific and 
uncooperative in helping independent 
researchers verify his story, Guirdham 
nevertheless maintained that he and 
the others had undergone several 
réincarnations as a group. He wrote 
three books on the case, which 
remains among the most intriguing in 
réincarnation lore. 



as well as an English child's attempt to render "Avignonet"-a site 
where Cathars were massacred-ln her own language. 
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new life it assumes a new physical form: human, animal, or 
even vegetable. That form, whether higher or lower than 
the preceding one, is determined by the karma or ethical 
conduct followed in the previous life. The law of karma pré¬ 
sumés that there is an inévitable punishment or reward 
which follows every act, thought, attitude, and aspiration 
and that the atman thus generates its own favor¬ 
able or unfavorable destiny in the next life. 

Acts of hostility or acts that in any way harm 
other créatures are believed to hâve a particularly 
négative effect on karma, as does passive igno¬ 
rance that leads to such destructive behavior. By 
the same token, acts of mental and physical self- 
discipline, such as the System of exercises known 
as yoga, can contribute positive karma; through 
them the atman can eliminate human error and 
sensuality. When the atman finally develops ail the 
capacities latent in human nature, and thus reaches 
complété spiritual insight, its journey ends in a final 
transcendent union with the world spirit. 

This new metaphysic was shared in its basic 
outlines by most of the major formai religions that 
arose in ancient India-by Brahminism, or Hindu- 
ism, which embraced it virtually whole, and by Bud- 
dhism and Jainism, which came along somewhat 
later and recast the idea of rebirth in slightly differ¬ 
ent forms. Buddhists, for example, reject the idea of 
the soûl that persists unchanged from one life to 
the next. Rather, they believe that when people die 
they are survived by a dynamic complex of person- 
ality and character traits and memories that are al- 
ways changing, much as genetic material passes on 
from génération to génération in a continuous flow, 
each time expressed differently. A person may be 
reborn into any of five classes of living beings: 
gods, human beings, animais, hungiy ghosts, or the 
damned. Buddhists hold that rebirth ends when the 
three "fires"-craving, ill-will, and ignorance-are 
ultimately extinguished, a condition and place sig- 
nified in the Word Nirvana. 

Modem American and European interest in 
réincarnation began to grow in the mid-nineteenth 
century, at about the same time that spiritualism 
came into vogue. Indeed, the word reincarnation it- 
self was introduced in the 1860s by Allan Kardec, a leading 
French believer who, in his The Spirits' Book, laid out a 
lengthy argument for rebirth, which he saw as a matter of 
choice rather than necessity. According to Kardec, spirits 
dissatisfied with their current level of spiritual growth could 


opt to return for another chance, as could those seeking 
revenge for some wrong. Living persons, he wrote, might 
become aware of a past life either through spontaneous 
memoiy or through dreams. 

The launching of the Society for Psychical Research in 
England in 1882 gave reincarnation another small boost, 


A 1985 mass crémation in a Balinese village features huge wooden 
effigies that hold cojfins containing the remains of children who died 
during the previous twenty-twoyears. Crémations are joyous occa¬ 
sions in Bail, where the religion is mostly a mixture of Hinduism and 
a local animlsm. Followers believe crémation frees the soûl for 
réincarnation. Thus some families keep the remains of their dead for 
years, waiting to accumulate enough funds for a properfuneral. 
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signifÿing as it did the willingness of the intellectual estab¬ 
lishment to acknowledge the possibility of paranormal phe- 
nomena. The notion of rebirth was also given considérable 
currency by the Herculean work of Madame Helena Bla- 
vatsky, whose Theosophical Society borrowed from Eastern 
religions the concepts of karma and réincarnation. Among 


the meticulous attention it has received from serious stu- 
dents like Ian Stevenson in the United States and his coun- 
terparts in Europe and Asia has eamed it some measure of 
grudging toleration. And public opinion poils hâve shown 
that a sizable minority of westerners believe in some as¬ 
pects of reincarnation—when they were questioned in 
1969, 20 percent of the Americans, 25 percent of 
the West Germans, 23 percent of the French, and 18 
percent of the British reported that they accepted 
the notion; when Americans were polled again in 
1981, the figure had climbed three more points. 


the westerners attracted to her teachings were such promi¬ 
nent figures as the inventor Thomas A. Edison and poets 
Alfred Lord Tennyson and William Butler Yeats. 

Nevertheless, the notion of reincarnation is still reject- 
ed by most scientists and academies in the West, although 


Researchers who probe the possibilities of réincar¬ 
nation generally divide the evidence into three cat¬ 
egories. The first embraces spontaneous épisodes, 
in which people-most frequently children-seem 
to hâve vivid memories of what they believe to be a 
prior life, apparently without any sort of external 
prompting. The second type of evidence cornes 
from hypnotic régression, a practice that has only 
recently achieved some small measure of respect¬ 
abilité The final category of reincarnation cases, 
and the weakest in the opinion of most researchers, 
involves third parties who purport to serve as chan- 
nels of communication between a past personality 
and a living person. 

Investigators who delve into cases of sponta- 
neously recalled lives hâve accumulated the thick- 
est dossier of réincarnation evidence-although the 
quality of the evidence varies widely. Dreams are 
regarded as one pathway for spontaneous réincar¬ 
nation messages, lndeed, in cultures that readily 
accept reincarnation, prégnant women often report 
dreams in which a dead person cornes to them with 
the information that his or her spirit will be reborn 
in the body of their child. Scenes from supposed 
earlier lives may also appear in dreams. For exam¬ 
ple, a British woman once told of a récurrent dream 
in which she and a playmate fell from a high gallery 
to a floor of black and white marble squares in an 
old rectory. On visiting a supposedly haunted 
house, she said, she recognized it as the setting of 
her dream, and learned that centuries earlier a 
young brother and sister had fallen to their deaths 
on the marble floor. When she saw a pair of miniature por¬ 
traits displayed in the house, she immediately identified 
them as "my mother and father." It tumed out that the two 
were in fact the parents of the children who had fallen to 
their deaths long ago. 
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Traumatic accidents are 
another pathway to sponta- 
neous recall. The remarkable 
case of Dorothy Eady—alias 
Bentreshyt, alias Omm Sety— 
is one such example. Dorothy 
Eady's odyssey began in Lon¬ 
don in 1907 when, according 
to her réminiscences, she fell 
down a flight of stairs at the 
âge of three. A physician pro- 
nounced her dead of her inju¬ 
ries, but minutes later she 
was found to be alive. From 
the time of the accident on- 
ward, she insisted that En- 
gland was not her real home 
and that she felt estranged 
from everything around her. 

As she grew older and be- 
came acquainted through 
magazines and the British 
Muséum with ancient Egypt, 
she became convinced that Egypt was where she belonged. 

In dreams, Dorothy Eady came to know herself as 
Bentreshyt, a young Egyptian girl of the nineteenth dynasty, 
some 3,200 years ago. By her account her parents, unable 
to care for her, had left her at the Temple of Sety at Abydos, 
south of Thebes, when she was three. Taken into the tem¬ 
ple as a sacred Virgin, she became a priestess of Isis and 
eventually caught the eye of King Sety I. They became loy¬ 
ers in secret because their liaison was a violation of reli- 
gious law; Bentreshyt, finding herself prégnant, committed 
suicide to cover up the crime. 

Meanwhile, Dorothy Eady was encouraged by her fa- 
ther, a cinéma operator and small-time showman, to per- 
form on the stage of his movie house. Often her act had an 
exotic twist, as when she sang "Somewhere in the Sahara" 
or the "Lament of Isis and Nephthys." But ail this was pro¬ 


logue to the real business of 
her life, which began when, 
at the âge of twenty-nine, she 
met an Egyptian man who 
was studying in London. Join- 
ing him after he returned to 
Cairo, she became his wife 
and bore a child, whom she 
named Sety. Legally an Egyp¬ 
tian citizen now, Dorothy di- 
vorced her husband; eventu¬ 
ally she would take for herself 
the name of Omm Sety, or 
"mother of Sety." 

Thanks to demonstrated 
knowledge of her favorite 
subject, Dorothy won a job as 
a draftsman and editor with 
the Egyptian Department of 
Antiquities. She also resumed 
an active involvement with 
her past life. As she told the 
story, the ancient King Sety 
became in her présent life her lover once again, both spiri- 
tually and physically, through a form of astral projection. 
She also claimed to make periodic visits to the Egyptian 
afterworld, where she met the pharaoh Ramsès H along 
with other important Figures from history. 

Native Egyptians were not quite certain what to make 
of her, nor was the self-styled Omm Sety herself absolutely 
sure about how to assess her stories. Once, she cheerfully 
conceded that there were those who maintained that she 
had "knocked a screw loose" during her childhood fall 
down the stairs. Whatever the sources of her past-life recol¬ 
lections, when she died in her beloved City of Abydos in 
1981 she was a popular if eccentric figure. Her last wish, 
however, was left unfulfilled. In the years before her death, 
she had painstakingly prepared a décorative underground 
tomb, complété with a figure of Isis, in the garden behind 



American statesman and scientist Benjamin 
Franklin may hâve beiieved in réincarnation. Reincamationists 
contend he had rebirth in mind when, as a young 
printer, he wrote a whimsical epitaph promising to corne back 
“In a New and more Elégant Edition, Revised and 
Corrected By the Author. " 





her modest home. But t{ie local health authorities refused to 
permit her to be buried there; her remains were interred 
instead in the desert northwest of the Temple of Sety. 

Another frequently cited example of allegedly sponta- 
neous past-life memories involves a set of British twin girls 
(pages 110-111). Born to John and Florence Pollock on Oc- 
tober 4, 1958, Jennifer and Gillian were believed by their 
father and mother to be the reincarnated spirits of older 
daughters Joanna and Jacqueline, who had been killed by 
an automobile while walking to church one Sunday morn- 
ing in 1957. What made the case particularly unusual is the 
fact that both parents were Roman Catholics, ordinarily not 
the sort of people to give credence to reincarnation. But 
John, a convert to Catholicism at the âge of nineteen, had 
always held a personal, if slightly clandestine, belief in réin¬ 
carnation-so much so that he repeatedly prayed to God for 
some proof. When Joanna and Jacqueline died, he feared 
that their loss was intended as some kind of punishment for 


his heresy, but when he learned soon after that he was 
about to become a father again, he saw the event as God's 
favorable answer to his prayers. He told his wife that she 
would bear not one child, as the doctor assured her, but 
two, and that they would be girls. 

After the twins' births, their father noted many curious 
similarities between them and their deceased older sisters: 
a scarlike mark on Jennifer's forehead that seemed to match 
one on Jacqueline's forehead, instances in which the twins 
claimed to recognize landmarks of which they could not 
reasonably hâve had any knowledge, a shared fear of a car 
under circumstances matching that of their sisters' death. 
But researchers like lan Wilson, the British author of Ail in 
the Mind, a skeptical book about reincarnation, hold the 
opinion that the simplest explanation is probably the best— 
that the twins were sensitized to their father's feelings and 
convictions from a veiy early âge and that they thereby un- 
consciously gathered ail sorts of messages from him. As 


Two more American pragmatists who believed in 
réincarnation were inventor Thomas Edison (right) and industrialist Henry Ford, who 
may hâve discussed it on one of their many camping trips in the 1920s. 
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such, his wishes literally became father to their deeds. 

Visions of supposed previous lives sometimes appear 
to be triggered by visits to sites that were frequented by a 
person during some earlier incarnation. For example, 
George S. Patton, the great American general of World War 
II, never doubted what he called the "subconscious memo- 
ries" in which he saw himself as a warrior who had fought 
and died in battle many times throughout history: He be- 
lieved, for example, that he had served as a soldier under 
Alexander the Great, with the Roman légions, and with Na¬ 
poléon, among others. Of course, Patton's visions may hâve 
been traceable to nothing more than a wide knowledge of 
military history and a self-dramatizing imagination, but he 
himself sometimes appeared to be surprised by them. His 
First such expérience occurred when he was a young officer 
in France during World War I (pages 12-13). Another took 
place in 1943, after Patton had defeated the Axis forces in 
Sicily. Given a tour of the island, the general repeatedly in- 
terrupted his astonished guide by pointing out the sites and 
details of obscure historical events. Finally, the guide asked 
him if he had been there before. "1 suppose so," Patton re- 
plied, though this was in fact his first visit to Sicily. 

atton's seeming remembrances of scenes from the 
past were in a way similar to the almost universal 
expérience of déjà vu, the momentaiy sensation 
of witnessing a scene or an event we hâve seen 
before but hâve no clear recollection of and can- 
not explain. Researchers believe that most déjà vu incidents 
are either genuine memories that we hâve forgotten or rec¬ 
ollections of things that hâve been learned secondhand but 
hâve become tangled or confused in our minds as personal 
expériences. Other déjà vu sensations can be explained 
physiologically: The brain sometimes produces what 
amounts to a double exposure, two glimpses—a fraction of 
a second apart-of a remembered scene, which the mind 
mistakenly takes to be widely séparated in time; blinking at 
the right moment can hâve a similar effect. 

Serious réincarnation investigators take a dim view of 
most déjà vu cases. But some reports, if true, seem to indi- 


cate something beyond forgotten memories or physiologi- 
cal quirks. One such story tells of a British youth who was 
touring caves formerly used as prisons on the isle of Guem- 
sey when he claimed to remember watching, in a former 
life, a prisoner being sealed in a cavem at the site. Officiais 
denied any such incident, but when the boy persisted, they 
launched a search; behind a bricked-up entrance they found 
a skeleton. According to the boy's mother, who reported the 
incident to a reincarnation researcher nearly twenty-five 
years after her son's death in 1935, a search of the old pri¬ 
son's archives revealed an inmate with the same name as 
the one given by her son for the walled-in prisoner. 

Equally intriguing is the case of a young woman who 
told her stoiy to the paranormal researcher D. Scott Rogo. 
In the 1970s, she claimed, she was driving on the New Jer¬ 
sey Tumpike when she suddenly had the eerie feeling that 
eveiything she was seeing was familiar, even though she 
knew for a fact that she had never been there before. She 
told her driving companion that "about a mile or so down 
the road is a house 1 used to live in," and went on to predict 
what other sights lay ahead. She then exited from the high- 
way and approached a small town, which she described in 
advance; there she saw the very porch where, perhaps 
eighty years earlier, she had sat with her grandmother. Ro- 
go's informant went on to claim that she then described a 
certain drugstore, with a high marble counter, where her 
grandmother would take her for lemonade. "The building 
was still there, much the same as it used to look, but it was 

boarded up, and we could not look inside_l'knew' that 1 

had died when I was about six or seven years old." She 
wanted to try to find her grave, which she said was in a 
cemetery just over the hill, but her friend, too frightened to 
continue, insisted on getting back in the car and leaving. 

As suggestive as such reports may be, réincarnation 
researcher lan Stevenson maintains that the most useful 
spontaneous recall cases corne from young children. They 
are less likely than others to hâve absorbed information 
from written or other sources that might then be conscious- 
ly or unconsciously reproduced as a past-life story. Indeed, 
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Omm Sety (below), who 
believed she was the réincarna¬ 
tion of an Egyptian priestess 
beloved ofPharaoh Sety I, 
poses in Abydos in 1958 at the 
Osirion, said to hâve housed 
part ofthe dismembered body 
of the god Osiris. At left, Sety I, 
in bas-relief on a wall in the 
Temple ofSety at Abydos, 
ojfers a golden collar to Osiris. 




Although from childhood she 
considered Egypt home, Omm 
Sety began life—her most 
recent one, at least-as a 
middle-class English girl named 
Dorothy Eady. One of the few 
photographs from her pre- 
Egyptian days shows her in 
1920 amid the blooms ofher 
native countiy. On the back of 
the picture she wrote: "Sweet 
16 & still a Virgin. " 





















youngsters often begin talking about prior lives before they 
are old enough to read. Stevenson also finds useful the fact 
that preschool-age children tell their stories without inter¬ 
prétation and in a take-it-or-leave-it style. The cases are al¬ 
so easier to verify because the previous lives that were re- 
called by children often came to an end within the memory 
of people still living. 

In gathering ail the vérification he can, Stevenson tries 
to eliminate in systematic fashion every alternative expla- 
nation for a child's recollections, including fraud, uncon- 
scious memories, and even such paranormal phenomena 
as extrasensory perception (ESP) and possession. (ESP is 
understood to mean the réception of information through 
sources other than the five senses; in cases of alleged pos¬ 
session, subjects appear literally to become the people they 
were, whereas people claiming reincarnation merely re- 
member that they hâve lived before but are not now the 
individuals they were then.) 

To be sure, the idéal case that would furnish irréfut¬ 
able proof of reincarnation still éludés Stevenson. That case 
would hâve to meet his own rather rigorous requirements: 
first, numerous and unusual details about the earlier life 
that prove accurate under close examination; second, a 
written record of the child's daims made before a serious 
investigator becomes involved, so as to avoid contamina¬ 
tion by design or by inadvertent leading questions; third, 
behavioral similarities between the présent and past per- 
sonalities-a habit, a tic, a way of laughing, for example; 
fourth, a current birthmark corresponding to a mark or 
wound that appeared on the past-life person's body; and 
fifth, in the instance of the past-life person's having spoken 
a different dialect or language from that of the current in¬ 
carnation, knowledge of that dialect or language during 
spontaneous memory. 

While searching for the elusive perfect case, Steven¬ 
son has noted several récurrent patterns among the alleg- 
edly reborn toddlers he has studied. Most, for example, be¬ 
gin to speak of their prior lives between the âges of two and 
four years-as soon as they can talk coherently-and they 


normally stop between about five and eight. (The Sri 
Lankan boy Sujith stopped talking about Sammy sometime 
after his sixth birthday.) In cases that hâve been studied 
closely, roughly 90 percent of the vérifiable "memories" 
turn out to be accurate. In most cases the child lives within 
a few miles qf the past-life predecessor and speaks the 
same language. And, perhaps least surprising, the frequen- 
cy of cases is particularly high in countries such as India 
and Burma,Tvhere reincarnation is an article of faith. 

here also tends to be a pattern within cultures re- 
garding the "intermission," or time between lives, 
and the prevalence of reincarnation within généra¬ 
tions of the same family. Tibetan Buddhists, for ex¬ 
ample, believe that the usual intermission is a mere 
forty-nine days between one life and the next. Sex changes 
seem to occur with frequency from one life to the next 
among cultures that believe them possible, such as the Bur- 
mese and the Kutchin Indians of northwestern Canada, but 
not among those that do not, such as the Syrian Druse and 
the Tlingit Indians of Alaska. 

Whether they corne from the East or the West, a pré¬ 
pondérance of supposedly reborn children recall having 
died violently. The number of violent deaths thus reported 
consistently exceeds the mortality rates normal for the sub¬ 
jects' countries, and the children's memories often center 
on the events just preceding their past-life demise. Steven¬ 
son spéculâtes that the shocking intensity of such deaths 
might specifically "enhance and preserve memories" in a 
way that death from failing health might not. lndeed, the 
children he studies often suffer from phobias connected 
with the cause of their previous-life death. As Sujith was 
afraid of trucks, other children who claim to hâve been 
murdered or drowned in previous lives exhibit fears of 
knives or water. 

Birthmarks corresponding to marks on a past-life body 
or deadly wounds suffered in that life seem strikingly com- 
mon, too. Stevenson’s records showed more than 250 birth¬ 
mark cases as of 1983. He found that 51 percent of the 
Tlingit Indians of Alaska who professed rebirth had such 
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corresponding birthmarks. One elderly Tlingit predicted 
just before his death that his spirit would be reborn in his 
niece's stil) unborn child and that she would recognize the 
truth of what he said in the two marks on the baby's body 
that would match those on the old man, including a surgical 
scar on his back. Indeed, the woman's child was born with 
those précisé markings, the back scar bordered by tiny 
round marks that Stevenson described as "lined up like 
stitch wounds" from surgery. 

The stoiy of an Indian boy named Ravi Shankar (no 
relation to his gifted countryman, the sitar player, of the 
same name) illustrâtes many of the récurrent éléments in 
Stevenson's findings and also contains an additional ingré¬ 
dient that brings it doser than most to the perfect case—a 
birthmark. In 1953, when Ravi was two, he started talking 
about a former life in a neighboring district. He described 
several of his previous-life toys—a wooden éléphant, a bail 
on an elastic string, a toy pistol—as well as a ring he kept in 
a desk. He mentioned the name of his previous father, who 


ring in the desk, and the guavas the victim had eaten before 
he was attacked. Stevenson leamed that the two families 
had a "nodding acquaintance" but that Ravi's father had 
tried to silence his son, beating him severely on occasion to 
make him stop talking about his previous life. The investi- 
gator thus thought it unlikely that Ravi had been told about 
the murder by his parents. As a child, Ravi had a phobia 
about knives and razors and was afraid to go to the area 
where the other boy had been killed. And then there was 
the eerie scar on his neck, which his mother had first no- 
ticed when he was three months old. When Stevenson saw 
it, the birthmark was two inches long and a quarter-inch 
wide, though he was told it had been longer before. Darker 
than the surrounding skin, the mark had "the stippled quai- 
ity of a scar," he wrote. "It looked much like an old scar of a 
healed knife wound." 

In another Indian case that Stevenson investigated, 
the details were even more bizarre, because they seemed to 
suggest that reincarnation had taken place in a living child 


by name and occupation, recalled that he had been eating 


guavas just before he was killed, and said that his slayei 
had eut his throat. 

When Ravi was four, a man who had heard about the 
stories visited the family and told them that his own six- 
year-old son had been killed six months before Ravi's birth 
in the exact way Ravi had described. The names and occu¬ 
pations of the men identified by Ravi matched those of two 
men related to the victim, who were believed to hâve com- 
mitted the murder to secure an inheritance. The bereaved 
father went on to say that one of the alleged murderers had 
confessed but later recanted the confession and was freed 
for lack of evidence. 

Stevenson set out to investigate the incident in 1964, 
by which time Ravi was thirteen. He discovered that a 
teacher had taken notes on Ravi's daims when he was five, 
and Stevenson was able to confirm twenty-six statements 
of fact the boy had made, among them the spécifie toys, the 
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he said was a barber. Ravi then shocked eveiyone by insist- who had corne close to dying but survived—or seemed to 
ing that he had been murdered. He identified his murderers survive. The parents of three-year-old Jasbir Lal Jat thought 

I their son had died of smallpox; his breathing had stopped 
and his body had turned cold. But the next day the child 
stirred, and within a few weeks he recovered completely. 

is behavior changed dramatically, however. He 
now claimed that he came from a town about 
twenty miles away and belonged to a higher, 
Brahmin caste. The boy refused to eat the food his 
mother cooked on the grounds that it was not 
made in the Brahmin manner, and he spoke in a more so- 
phisticated way as befitted his claimed estate. He said that 
his earlier life had precipitously ended when he fell from a 
chariot in a wedding procession. His disastrous fall, he said, 
was the resuit of his having eaten some poisoned sweets, 
given to him by a man to whom he had lent money. The 
poison had made him giddy, causing him to lose his balance 
and suffer a fatal head injury. 

Jasbir's family were troubled by the boy's strange be¬ 
havior, and except for making arrangements with a kindly 
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Brahmin neighbor to préparé his food, they tried to suppress 
evidence of the goings on in their house. But word of his 
daims did leak out to other Brahmins in the community and 
eventually to the village where he said he had lived before. 
Relatives of the late Sobha Ram Tyagi heard the story and, 
because Sobha Ram had died in a chariot accident about 
the time that Jasbir had suffered his brush with death, they 
were eager to question the boy. When they visited Jasbir's 
home, he greeted them by name and later ticked off several 
facts about their life. Subsequently, Jasbir visited the Tya- 
gis's village, repeatedly demonstrated a familiarity with 
places and people there, and was reluctant to return home 
to his own family. 

Stevenson later talked to both families and corrobo- 
rated thirty-eight statements made by Jasbir about Sobha 
Ram's life. He confirmed that, in the opinion of eveiyone 
who knew the child, Jasbir became noticeably different-a 
different person, one might say-after his recovery (and co¬ 
incident with Sobha Ram's death). Reincarnation was, in 
Stevenson’s view, one possible expîanation, although a 
case might also be made for spirit possession. 


Stevenson's critics, while acknowledging his high 
standards and often compelling collections of evidential de¬ 
tails, fault his conclusions on several grounds. Ian Wilson 
contends that some evidence in both the Sujith and the Ravi 
Shankar cases, for example, indicates that the supposedly 
reborn children or their families may hâve learned more 
about their earlier "lives" from other people than they let 
on. He also suggests that some poor Indian families may 
claim higher-caste previous lives for their children in the 
hope of acquiring for themselves either financial or psycho- 
logical advantage in this life. 

Wilson, D. Scott Rogo, and Professor C. T. K. Chari, an 
Indian parapsychologist, ail argue that Stevenson is so 
committed to reincarnation as an expîanation for his sug¬ 
gestive evidence that he gives short shrift to other para- 
normal possibilities or alternatives. One such notion cited 
by Wilson is the possibility that mothers may somehow 
transmit their own traumatic memories, visions, or dreams 
to the unborn children in their wombs. Fetuses are known 
to be sensitive to a variety of stimuli originating outside the 
womb, and Wilson wishes that Stevenson had, at the veiy 








Joanna Pollock was eleven years old and 
her sister Jacqueline six when a car 
struck and killed them on this quiet 
English Street in Hexham, Northumber- 
land, in 1957. The followingyear, Gillian 
and Jennifer Pollock (inset) were bom. 
Their father Jîrmly believed the twins 
were réincarnations of the daughters he 
had lost. John Pollock averred that as 
toddlers the girls remembered Uving 
previousfy as their older sisters, recog- 
nized their belongings and surroundings, 
and resembled them in certain physlcal 
marks. A simpler explanation might be 
that the father, wittingly or otherwise, 
imbued the twins with his own strong 
faith in réincarnation. 






least, included in his research questions to the mothers 
about their expériences before and during pregnancy. 

Stevenson's defenders, among them psychologist 
Alan Gauld of the University of Nottingham and James G. 
Matlock, librarian and archivist at the American Society for 
Psychical Research, reply that Stevenson himself, in his 
scrupulous case studies and cautious arguments, provides 
most of his critics' ammunition. And they point out that he 
meticulously examines ail sides of every case before reach- 
ing the careful, low-key conclusion that reincarnation is at 
least possible if not proven. 

While Stevenson sifts through his mounds of evidence for 
réincarnation, other investigators probe the alleged past-life 
memories of their subjects through hypnotic régression. 
Stevenson, for one, takes a dim view of most testimony 
gathered by this means, but the hypnotic technique is prac- 
ticed widely and is well-covered by popular writers in thç 
field. To conduct a session of hypnotic régression, a practi-, 
tioner needs no props but his or her own rhythmic, droning 
voice to induce a trancelike State in which the subject's 
concentration is increased at the same time that peripheral 
awareness, or distractibility, is reduced. No extraordinary 
powers are required to induce hypnosis; the willing coopér¬ 
ation and trust of the patient are usually enough. The ac- 
cepted wisdom is that about 10 percent of the population is 
immune to hypnosis, 80 percent can be put into a light 
trance, and the other 10 percent—the elite among hypnotic 
subjects—enter a deep trance. Among the trance-talented, 
remarkable effects can follow: surgical patients, for exam¬ 
ple, can forgo anesthésia, and hemophiliacs can substan- 
tially reduce their bleeding tendencies. 

For purposes of reincarnation study, a hypnotist typi- 
cally uses suggestion to regress subjects back to childhood 
and then induce them to leap the void to a time before their 
présent lives. Often enough the images thus triggered are 
intense and detailed, although most subjects cannot re- 
member subsequently what they said while in a trance. 

Quite apart from seeking evidence of past-life expéri¬ 


ences, some psychiatrists and psychologists also use hyp¬ 
notic régression as a therapeutic technique for dealing with 
disabling fears. In the controversial practice known as 
"past-life therapy," the hypnotist guides a patient through a 
reliving of a traumatic expérience in a previous life that pur- 
portedly explains a phobia or other symptom in this one 
(pages 88-95). One practitioner, California psychologist He- 
len Wambach, daims that past-life therapy cured a woman 
suffering from dizzy spells by leading her back to an incar¬ 
nation in which she was pushed off a cliff. 

One problem with hypnotic régression in réincarna¬ 
tion research is that it is extremely difficult, if not impossi¬ 
ble, to screen out the subject's conscious or unconscious 
adoption of dues that are suggested by the hypnotist. Stud¬ 
ies hâve shown that hypnotic subjects are often eager to 
give a hypnotist whatever they think he or she wants to 
hear and that their stories become more elaborate as their 

! sessions progress. Stevenson maintains that suggestibility 
> at the root of most past-life régressions and compares the 
résultant taies to dreams. "Nearly ail hypnotically evoked 
'previous personalities' are entirely imaginary," he dé¬ 
clarés, "just as are the contents of most dreams." 

A second problem falls in the general category of 
abnormal memory-often termed cryptomnesia- 
a phenomenon that can reveal itself when the 
subject is undergoing hypnotic régression. In cas¬ 
es of cryptomnesia, subjects tap into a detailed 
memory of something of which, when they are in a normal 
State of consciousness, they are unaware. Although it may 
appear to be information gathered in an earlier life, and 
thus evidence of réincarnation, the possibility that subjects 
are calling up from their subconscious mind material that 
was gathered in a long-forgotten book, movie, or télévision 
show cannot be ruled out easily. 

A classic example of cryptomnesia was recounted by a 
Canadian psychologist, who described putting one of his 
patients under hypnotic régression, only to hâve him begin 
to Write at length in a strange language. When the patient 
came out of his trance, he was unable to recognize what he 
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had written or explain its origin. The doctor, fascinated by 
this curious occurrence, sought the help of linguists, who 
eventually identified the writing as Oscan, a precursor of 
classic Latin. The patient swore he knew nothing of the lan- 
guage, but after extensive questioning, the doctor was able 
to trace the source to an occasion many years earlier when 
his subject had spent an aftemoon in a library, sitting next 
to someone engaged in research. That individual, it turned 
out, had his book open to a page on which an ancient 
Oscan curse was recorded. The doctor's patient had merely 
glanced over at his neighbor's work, but in the process had 
taken a mental snapshot of the open page. The image of the 
esoteric writing registered so strongly on his unconscious 
memory that it remained there ready to be called up again 
when the right circumstances-the heightened concentra¬ 
tion of the trance State-presented themselves. 

Another favorite example of cryptomnesia is the story 


of one Countess Maud, allegedly a 
fourteenth-century Englishwoman, 
who played a starring rôle in the per- 
suasively detailed recollections of a 
hypnotic subject in England in 1906. 
The portrait of Maud was exquisitely 
rounded; it included what she ate, how 
she dressed, her friends—a véritable 
treasure of médiéval trivia that turned 
out to be correct in almost every partic- 
ular. And with good reason: As a sleuth 
for the British Society for Psychical Re¬ 
search proved, the historical details 
were ail from a little-known story the 
subject eventually remembered having 
read. Its title was "Countess Maud." 

Acknowledging the potential for 
contamination by suggestion and cryp¬ 
tomnesia, the more scrupulous hypnot¬ 
ic regressionists look for alternative ex- 
planations for their subjects' stories 
before accepting them as evidence of 
réincarnation. At the same time, the colorful stories that un- 
reel under hypnosis are the most exciting and dramatic in 
the literature of reincarnation. And they can exert an ex- 
traordinary power over those relating them, regardless of 
the source or the validity of the outpourings. For example, 
when a British newspaper in 1956 conducted a contest to 
elicit proof of réincarnation, hypnotist Henry Blythe stepped 
forward to demonstrate the past-life existence of one Maiy 
Cohen in a vigorous thirty-two-year-old subject named Mrs. 
Naomi Hemy. With reporters looking on, Blythe asked the 
supposed Mary Cohen to recall her life at a sériés of âges. 
Her voice and manner seemed to grow progressively older 
as she proceeded. When Blythe asked her finally to describe 
herself at seventy, she failed to respond to two consecutive 
questions. He realized to his horror that she was no longer 
breathing, that her puise had stopped, and that the color 
had drained from her face. The frightened hypnotist told 
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Mrs. Henry that she was safe, and she resumed breathing. 
On further questioning, she revealed that the putative Mary 
Cohen had died at the âge of sixty-six. Chastened by this 
apparent brush with death, the newspaper that had been 
conducting the contest called off ail further experiments. 

ne of the most compelling and best-documented 
examples of hypnotic régression is the stoiy of 
Graham Huxtable, a soft-spoken swimming in- 
structor from Swansea, South Wales. At about the 
same time that Henry Blythe was conducting his 
experiments with Naomi Henry, Huxtable agreed to become 
a past-life régression subject with a Welsh hypnotist named 
Amall Bloxham. Bloxham put Huxtable under hypnosis and, 
as he did with his hundreds of other patients, carefully tape- 
recorded the proceedings. 

Soon after Huxtable entered the trance State, he 
seemed to become one Ben, a master gunner on an 
eighteenth-centuiy British frigate he called Aggie. At the 
outset Huxtable/Ben responded, albeit impatiently, to the 
interviewer's questions, but as the session went on Ben 
took over entirely, ignoring his interrogator and becoming 
wholly engrossed in his rôle. Clearly tense with anticipa¬ 
tion, he prepared his invisible gun crew to battle an ap- 
proaching French vessel. His voice grew loud and raucous, 
and his speech heavily accented and full of obscure 
eighteenth-centuiy nautical terminology. 

From Ben's disjointed comments, Bloxham was able 
to piece together the following dramatic scénario. H.M.S. 
Aggie was commanded by a Captain Pearce ("He's fond of 
the cat," Ben said, referring to the cat-o'-nine-tails, the fa¬ 
vorite device for keeping insubordinate sailors in line. "Aye, 
too fond.") The vessel was lying off Calais, waiting for "the 
bloody Frogs, aye, Frenchies ... ah, God, wish they'd 
corne," Ben said. Minutes later, the French are sighted, and 
the gunner begins speaking with growing urgency and ex- 
citement as he cautions his men: "Steady, lads, steady. Now 
hold it, hold it, hold it, wait for the order. Swing those 
matches [tar-soaked rope lengths that were lit and used to 
Fire the guns]." When the order cornes, Ben bellows "now, 


YOU FOOL! NOW up, fool, now. now!" And as the shots are 
fired he screams in exultation. 

Ben continues to order his men about, praising, scold- 
ing, and cheering them on as they reload their guns and fire 
repeatedly. "well done lads, run 'em up! get 'EM up!" 
Then, seemingly in the heat of pitched battle, he shrieks: 
"Pull that man out, pull 'im out!" There is another apparent 
salvo, and Ben shouts: "Hurry men! By God you bastard! 
Got him that time. That's the way to lay a gun. My Christ, 
they've got old Pearce, they've got Pearce!" At that, Ben 
pauses for a moment, then screams out: "my bloody legî 
MY LEG! MY LEG!" 

Bloxham had trouble bringing Huxtable back from the 
trance State, and when the subject finally emerged he com- 
plained of a pain in his leg. As Huxtable listened to the tape 
he professed astonishment at what he heard corne out of 
his mouth. The swimming instructor had never been to sea, 
he said, nor was he particularly interested in naval histoiy. 
Experts later verified the slang and dialect Ben used, but 
they could find neither a ship named (or nicknamed) Aggie 
nor a Captain Pearce in the naval records of the time. (Crit- 
ics note that it is often the case in hypnotic régression that 
peripheral details, such as archaic speech, curious customs, 
and odd sights, can be verified as appropriate to the time 
and place, but central facts, such as the actual existence of 
a named person or place, prove elusive, thus leaving the 
entire stoiy unproven.) 

On the other hand, no book or film that might hâve 
implanted such a story in Huxtable's unconscious could be 
traced either. Surely, Ben's taie brimmed with authenticity 
and conveyed a potent sense of reality. If Huxtable was not 
actually reliving a past life, say some researchers, he was 
certainly drawing on powers of recall or invention that are 
equally mysterious. 

Intriguing and tantalizing as such stories may be, the 
all-time superstar among past-life subjects remains Virginia 
Tighe. The wife of a Pueblo, Colorado, businessman, she 
proclaimed while under hypnosis that she had Iived in Ire- 
Iand more than a century earlier as one Bridget (Bridey) 
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It may be that many so-called past-life 
memories are attributable to ciyptom- 
nesia, not réincarnation. British 
hypnotherapist Joe Keeton has 
regressed more than 9,000 people and 
believes that hidden memory figures in 
most instances-but not ail. 

One exceptional case he cites is that 
of Ray Bryant, who, under hypnosis, 
seemed to remember being an infantry 
sergeant in the Cri- 
mean War. Accord- 
ing to Keeton, Bry- 
ant's descriptions 
of battles con- 
tained accurate de¬ 
tails unavailable 
from histoiy books. 

His stories paral- 
leled accounts in 
letters written by a 
young officer to his 
mother during the 


Réincarnation 

orRecall? 

conflict—letters donated by the family 
to a muséum but ne ver published. 

Whatever the source of Bryant's 
memories, some details apparently 
were erroneous. When his régression 
was chronicled on the télévision 


program "Beyond Explanation,” he 
mentioned using a Hammond rifle in 
the Crimea. Melvin Harris, the 
program's researcher, points out the 
Hammond was not used there. The 
rifle that was actually used required 
new methods of loading that a soldier 
would scarcely forget. Moreover, 

Biyant said he remembered that during 
the Battle of the Alma, there was 
smoke from a 
buming wagon. In 
fact, smoke 
blanketed the 
battlefield because 
the Russians had 
bumed a neighbor- 
ing village. 

Like many others 
of its kind, this 
case remains 
intriguing but 
unresolved. 



A death certiflcate shows that Reuben John Stafford, supposedly the soldier of 
Ray Bryant's past life, drowned in 1879. He was an apparent suicide. 



In what some see as a pilgrimage to his own grave, Biyant visits the London cemetery where Stafford is buried. 


115 





































Amateur hypnotist Morey Bernstein 
induces a trance in Virginia Tighe, alias 
Ruth Simmons-or Bridey Murphy. His 
book about her alleged réincarnation 
became a worldwide sensation. Although 
this 1956 photograph was staged, Tighe 
apparently did enter a trance during the 
picture session. 



Murphy. And the name of Bridey Murphy would be forever 
enshrined in the public mind as the quintessential example 
of a previous life revealed by hypnotic régression. 

The Tighe/Murphy story was first brought to light by 
Morey Bernstein, an experienced hypnotist living in Pueblo. 
Bernsteiryin effect discovered the mysterious Irishwoman, 
and detailed his conversations with her in a 1956 book ti- 
tled The Search for Bridey Murphy. His story, which was first 
serialized in newspapers in 1954, became an international 
sensation, propelling the subject of reincarnation onto front 
pages over the world. 

ernstein called Tighe by the pseudonym of Ruth 
Simmons to preserve her privacy, for she feared 
that her in-laws would look askance at a respect¬ 
able Christian woman who dabbled in hypnosis 
and reincarnation. At the time of the hypnosis ses¬ 
sions, she was a twenty-nine-year-old mother of three. 
Born in Madison, Wisconsin, and a résident of Chicago for 
several of her formative years, she would later claim never 
to hâve visited Ireland or to hâve had any spécial associa¬ 
tion with Irish people. (Bernstein also insisted that he had 
no personal knowledge of Ireland.) Yet, she was able to 
give a wonderfully detailed account of Bridey's life in 
nineteenth-century Ireland. 

Bridey appeared after Bernstein had first regressed 
Mrs. Tighe to childhood and then encouraged her to "go to 
some other place in some other time" (critics later accused 
him of leading her). "Scratched the paint off ail my bed ..." 
were her first words, referring to an incident in her alleged 
earlier childhood. Speaking in an Irish brogue, she said that 
she grew up in the City of Cork in a Protestant family that 
consisted of her father, Duncan, a barrister, her mother, 
Kathleen, and a brother also named Duncan. Constantly 
probing for vérifiable details, Bernstein elicited a birth date 
in 1798 and a description of her death sixty-six years later, 
after breaking a hip. Bridey "just sort of withered away," 
she said, and after her funeral, at which a man played the 
"uilleann pipes," she was "ditched," or buried. 

Spécifies of ail kinds-names, dates, places, events, 
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customs, songs, shops-tum- 
bled out of her as Bernstein's 
tape recorder rolled through 
six separate sessions. Bridey 
said she was married in a Prot¬ 
estant ceremony at the âge of 
twenty to Sean Brian Joseph 
McCarthy, a Catholic and son 
of a Cork barrister. Brian, as 
she called him, had also stud- 
ied law, and after they were 
wed they moved to Belfast, 
where he taught at Queen's 
University. To satisfy Brian's 
family, they were married a 
second time in a Catholic ser¬ 
vice at Belfast's Saint Theresa's Church, by Father John Jo¬ 
seph Gorman. On another occasion she described the cliffs 
of Antrim that she had seen as a child ("the streams run 
down real fast and make little rivulets in the ground”), the 
stores where she shopped in Belfast (Farr's for food, John 
Carrigan's greengrocery), and her favorite meal (potato 
cakes, which she called by their colloquial name, "plat- 
ters"). At one point she said she could dance the "morning 
jig," and under a posthypnotic suggestion from Bernstein, 
Virginia Tighe performed a lively little dance. 

Much of the appeal of Bridey's stoiÿ lay in just such 
ordinary detail, the accumulation of commonplace facts 
and incidents. And when Tighe returned to consciousness 
after each session, she was invariably surprised. She could 
not account for the source of any of the information played 
back to her on tape. 

When Bernstein probed further and asked Bridey 
about the interval between one life and the next, she men- 
tioned "a place of waiting ... where everybody waits," a 
realm without day or night or death or disease or families. 
There, she told him, she could travel by merely willing her- 
self to be somewhere else. In time she learned of her immi¬ 
nent rebirth from "some women," and then she simply 


"passed to another existence." 

Bridey's story proved so 
intriguing, and touched such a 
réceptive chord in people's 
imagination, that it was pub- 
lished in thirty countries and 
serialized in dozens of news- 
papers. Bartenders concocted 
Bridey Murphy cocktails, dise 
jockeys played "The Ballad of 
Bridey Murphy," comedians 
told reincarnation jokes ('Tve 
changed my will-l'm leaving 
everything to myself," quipped 
one), and in California a self- 
described "Mr. Hypnosis" of- 
fered clients a tour of their prior lives at twenty-five dollars 
per life. "Corne as you were" parties enjoyed a brief vogue, 
too. On a darker note, however, a Shawnee, Oklahoma, 
youth shot himself to death because, as he said in the sui¬ 
cide note he left: "They say that curiosity kills a cat. I'm a 
cat and I'm very curious about this Bridey Murphy story so 
I'm going to investigate the theory in person." 

Meanwhile, journalists pawed through dusty Irish 
records in an effort to confirm or contradict the numerous 
details in Bridey's taie. The results of their search were 
mixed. Many of her statements proved to be correct, or at 
least they were consistent with the earlier time and place. 
Among these were her description of the Antrim cliffs, her 
identification of merchants Farr and Carrigan, and the uil- 
leann pipes that she said were played at her funeral. Bridey 
also seemed to know things that could only hâve been 
learned in Ireland, and with difficulty even there. 

Those eager to debunk her story took comfort from 
the reporters' failure to find any spécifie traces of Bridey or 
her family. Indeed, no records corroborated her account of 
her birth, marriage, or death, but that could just as well 
hâve been because the government's vital statistics records 
did not go back that far; only a family Bible was likely to 



The unassuming Virginia Tighe shrank from 
her Bridey Murphy notoriety. "Ail I know/' she said, *’is that as 
far as I am concemed, the stoiy is completely honest.” 
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The ruins o/Dunluce Castie 
on the shore of County Antrim, Ireland, were 
correctfy described by Tighe. 


contain the kinds of data wanted, and 
finding that in a countiy with literally 
tens of thousands of Murphys was a 
task too great even for the swarms of 
self-appointed investigators crawling 
over the Irish countryside. 

On the other hand, some of Bri- 
dey's memories were found on exam¬ 
ination to be just plain wrong, and her 
language was not always reliable ei- 
ther. Sometimes spiced with Irish ver- 
nacular ("linen" for handkerchief), 
her speech also contained glaring ex¬ 
amples of twentieth-century Ameri¬ 
can speech ("downtown," for exam¬ 
ple). A Chicago newspaper, which 
looked into Virginia Tighe's early 
years in that city, claimed that the 
source of Bridey's information was 
actually an Irish-born woman that 
Tighe had known as a child, but this 
exposé ail but evaporated on investi¬ 
gation. The woman in question was 
never shown to hâve spent time in 
Virginia's company, much less to hâve regaled her with 
Irish dialect stories, and the fact that she was the mother of 
one of the veiy editors involved in writing the debunking 
articles in the first place would seem to cast even further 
doubt on the newspaper's objectivity. 

The final judgment on Bridey Murphy is yet to be de- 
livered. Mrs. Tighe rejected nightclub offers and other op¬ 
portunités to capitalize on her transitory celebrity. Bern- 
stein's earnest openness and what Life magazine called his 
awed "what-have-I-wrought style" helped his credibility. 
The best reporter on Bridey's trail, William Barker of the 
Denver Post, came away persuaded that her story had "the 
ring of truth, whatever that truth ultimately means." Ian 
Wilson, surely no advocate of reincarnation, saw "evidence 
for something as yet unexplained" in Bridey's saga. And Ian 


Stevenson counts the Bridey Murphy 
phenomenon as a rare exception to 
his general dismissal of hypnotic ré¬ 
gression cases. Virginia Tighe's re- 
membrance of her life as Bridey could 
still turn out to be a subconscious fan- 
tasy rooted in an unfound book or a 
forgotten childhood expérience, but 
Stevenson does not think so. He be- 
lieves her memories were "somehow 
acquired paranormally." 

While most reincarnation re- 
searchers seek evidence in the testi- 
mony of those who appear to hâve 
recollections of their alleged past 
lives, others hâve pointed to the per¬ 
formance of child prodigies, whose 
skills appear so early in life that some 
observers hâve contended that they 
must be holdovers from an earlier ex¬ 
istence. Some notable examples in- 
clude Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, 
who composed mature music at five; 
an eighteenth-century French boy 
named Jean Cardiac, who reportedly knew the alphabet 
when he was three months old and could speak a half- 
dozen languages at the âge of six; and a sightless four-year- 
old slave child called "Blind Tom" in pre-Civil War Georgia, 
who was able to play the piano the first time he sat down at 
a keyboard. A teacher who came to examine this last child 
declared that "he knows more of music than we know or 
can learn." Psychologists, however, maintain that child 
prodigies such as these are merely born with mental quirks 
that give them highly retentive memories and a superior 
ability to organize their thoughts. 

A far more compelling category of reincarnation re- 
search is the study of a phenomenon parapsychologists call 
xenoglossy, or the speaking of foreign languages. This oc- 
curs when people who are apparently reliving an earlier in- 



Tighe was not always right. 

The wooden houses she placed in Antrim 
are, in fact, made of stone. 
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Critics sald the real Bridey Murphy was 
Bridie Corkell of Chicago, shown here 
with her grandchildren. Out to undercut 
the Chicago Daily News's syndication of 
Bemstein's book, the rival Chicago 
American reported that as a child, Tighe 
lived near Corkell, knew her well, and 
modeled the "réincarnation " on her. But 
this stoiy had many flaws and was littlc 
less suspect than the réincarnation itself. 


Jensen Jacoby, which was investigated at length by Steven¬ 
son beginning in 1958. 

T.E., whose full identity has never been revealed be- 
cause of her desire for privacy, was a thirty-seven-year-old 
Philadelphia housewife at the time of the experiments. The 
hypnotist was K.E., her husband, who was both a physician 
and a sometime expérimenter in hypnotic régression. When 
K.E. led T.E. into the trance State, which he did on at least 
eight different occasions, she seemed to become a farmer 
named Jensen Jacoby (who claimed to hâve lived three cen¬ 
turies before), with a voice suddenly transformed from the 
female range to one that was distinctly deep and masculine. 
In the first few sessions, "Jacoby" spoke in broken English, 
but his speech gradually became more and more infused 
with Swedish words. By the sixth session the subject was 
conversing exclusively in Swedish with several Swedish- 
speaking persons who had been invited to listen in. Some- 
times Jacoby's responses were, by Stevenson's judgment, 
"sluggish" and répétitive, resembling those of "a person 
with an organic brain syndrome such as delirium or in a 
State of complété exhaustion." At other times farmer Jensen 
Jacoby's expression became animated and emotional, as 
when talking about his intense dislike for war and fighting. 
Once, he treated his audience to a reportedly spirited rendi- 
tion of a drunk on a binge. 

No one could produce a rational explanation for T.E.'s 
newfound language ability. Her parents were Russian immi¬ 
grants, but they rarely spoke any language save English at 
home, and when they or their relatives did resort to another 
language, it was invariably Polish or Russian, tongues lin- 
guistically quite distant from Swedish. K.E. also disclaimed 
any knowledge of Swedish. Nor had T.E. ever studied that 
Scandinavian language or associated with Swedes. The on- 
ly Swedish connection Stevenson found was a popular télé¬ 
vision sériés on Swedish immigrants in America, which T.E. 
had watched. Yet, in one session T.E./Jacoby was shown 
several artifacts from a Swedish muséum, including a mod- 
el of a seventeenth-century ship, and was able to identifÿ 
most of them by their correct Swedish names. The native 


carnation seem able to speak a language they do not know 
in their présent life. To Ian Stevenson's way of thinking, 
"responsive xenoglossy," in which the speaker is able to 
converse spontaneously with another (as distinct from 
speaking in a self-directed monologue), is a skill that can- 
not be transmitted either normally or paranormally from 
one person to another; it must be learned the hard way, 
through practice. One of the few reasonably well- 
documented examples thus far uncovered is that of T.E./ 
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LivesoHhe Datai Lama 



Oracular signs direct the search for 
each new Dalai Lama. There may be 
dreams or visions to indicate his 
general whereabouts, his âge, or his 
physical characteristics. When the 
child is found, he is tested to déter¬ 
mine the authenticity of his incarna¬ 
tion. The primary requirement is that 
from an array of objects he be able to 
identify those belonging to his 
predecessor. Correct choices are 
crucial, since Tibetan Buddhists 
believe that those who choose rebirth 
retain the memoiy of their past lives. 

Although he ranks highest among 
them, the Dalai Lama is but one of 
many Tibetan Buddhist leaders whose 
continuous succession relies on 
réincarnation. The high Panchen 
Lama, for example, is believed to be 
the manifestation of Amitabha, 
Bodhisattva of Unlimited Light and the 
father of Avalokitesvara. 

In fact, any lama-a term encom- 
passing Buddhist monks and priests, 
as well as nuns and even very holy 
laypeople-may be reincarnated in the 
body of a child. Such réincarnations, 
including those of high lamas, are 
called tulku. Tulku may be of either 
sex, although the Dalai Lama has 
always been male. 

Ali tulku are said to be conscious of 
their previous existences. Thus, in 
earlier days it was not uncommon in 
for a child to inform his parents 
of past-life status as an abbot, 

or as a venerated elder. If the 
parents believed the claim, they might 
hâve sought an investigation by lamas 
who could affirm or disprove it. 
Réincarnations of holy laypeople had 
scant practical importance. But tulku 
believed to be reincarnated religious 
leaders were invested with ail the 
property and prérogatives belonging to 
their predecessors. 


In 1950, the Chinese began overrun- 
ning Tibet, looting and razing 
thousands of the inland nation's 
Buddhist temples and monasteries. 

The invaders thus destroyed the 
outward signs, at least, of an ancient 
religion whose faithful had for some 
500 years looked for temporal and 
spiritual leadership to a single figure, a 
man-god known as the Dalai Lama. 

The Dalai Lama's significance rests 
with age-old Tibetan Buddhist tenets 
regarding réincarnation. Like Hindus, 
Buddhists believe that soûls transmi- 
grate. The blessed fate for those 
enlightened soûls that hâve expunged 
ail karma is Nirvana, a blending with 
transcendental universal unity and 
cessation of the endless round of death 
and rebirth. However, the advanced 
soûl may choose to postpone Nirvana 
and remain on the wheel of réin¬ 
carnation in order to help other 
soûls toward enlightenment. Such 
a being is called a bodhisattva, a 
Sanskrit word meaning awaken- 
ing warrior. Bodhisattvas vow not 
to enter Nirvana until ail other 
soûls hâve preceded them. 

Among these semidivine beings, 
none is considered to be more sacred 
by Tibetan Buddhists than Avalokites¬ 
vara, the Bodhisattva of Compassion. 
And each Dalai Lama is believed to be 
an incarnation of Avalokitesvara—a 
single soûl, heir to the wisdom of 
many lifetimes. 

After the death of the first Dalai 
Lama in 1475, monks set out to find 
his successor in a child believed to 
hâve been chosen by Avalokitesvara 
for his next incarnation. This practice 
of succession through reincarnation 
persisted through the centuries to the 
current Dalai Lama, the fourteenth, 
who fled from his Tibetan palace to 
exile in India in 1959. 


This gilt copperfigure is a depic- 
tion of the Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara, 
whose soûl is held to Inhabit 
evciy Dalai Lama. 
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The ciment Dalai Lama (left), bom in 
1935, was a toddier living on his family’s 
faim when searchers disguised as 
pilgrims found him. He wrote îater that 
he penetrated their disguise at once and 
ran to greet the strangers as oldfriends. 
Rearing against the Tibetan sky, the 
thirteen-stoiy Potala Palace (below) is 
traditionalty the sacred résidence of the 
Dalai Lama. "Potala" means "the holy 
abode of Avalokitesvara." 
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Onty ten months after his birth 
in Lübeck In 1721, Christian 
Heinrich Heinecken could talk. 
By âge two he purportedly had 
mastered biblical history. By 
three he could speak French 
and Latin, plus his native 
German, and was soon versed 
in geography and andent and 
contemporaiy histoiy. He died 
at four, already a legend as 
"The Infant of Lübeck." 


Swedish speakers who were 
présent at the session testi- 
fied that Jacoby's Swedish 
was archaic and laced with 
some Norwegian but seemed 
generally correct for its time, 
and that the subject handled 
the most difficult to pro- 
nounce words with ease. Ja- 
coby also answered a long list of questions in Swedish and 
volunteered dozens of Swedish words. Still not satisfied, 
however, Stevenson had T.E. take the Modem Language 
Aptitude Test to see if she had some unrecognized ability 
for languages. She scored poorly. 

This degree of skill in a second language, Stevenson 
concluded, ruled out ciyptomnesia, telepathy, and extra- 
sensory perception. He also investigated the possibility of 
fraud on the parts of either T.E. or K.E., and after lengthy 
interviews with others who knew the couple, as well as a 


Some believe child prodigies demonstrate wisdom accumulated from 
past lives. Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, shown performing with his 
father, Léopold, and his slster, Maria, began composing atfour. He 
wrote his first symphony at eight, his first opéra at twelve. 


battery of personality tests, lie detector tests, and considér¬ 
ation of possible motives for so elaborate a déception, the 
doctor finally determined to his satisfaction that everyone 
was telling the truth. In his opinion, ail that remained as 
possible explanations for T.E.'s xenoglossy were réincarna¬ 
tion and possession. 

Critics, including Wilson and Rogo, hâve never been 
convinced, however. T.E.'s continuing anonymity, they 
point out, has made independent vérifi¬ 
cation by others impossible. More trou- 
bling, they say, is the fact that subsé¬ 
quent to the Jensen Jacoby épisodes, 
T.E. became a trance medium on her 
own, suggesting that she had more 
than a passing interest in paranormal 
phenomena. Furthermore, she was 
found on two occasions to hâve notes 
in her possession that were identical in 
wording to the oral "messages" she 
delivered in a trance. But none of these 
problems would seem to discount her 
ability to answer unrehearsed ques¬ 
tions in an alien language. Like Bridey 
Murphy, Jensen Jacoby can still be 
classed as a still-unsolved puzzle. 


Most of those who speak in trances of 
past lives purport to be divulging de¬ 
tails of their own previous existences. 
In some cases, however, trance médi¬ 
ums and other psychic practitioners 
claim the ability to report on the earlier 
incarnations of others. One of the best- 
known such figures was Edgar Cayce, 
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Thomas Creene Bethune, famed as 
"Blind Tom, ” was a Georgia slave 
who, at four, leamed to play his 
masters piano. Tom made his concert 
début at seven; by the time he was 
flfteen he was a vétéran ofmany 
concerts in America and abroad. 


known as "the miracle man of 
Virginia Beach" and "the sleep- 
ing prophet"-the latter for his 
practice of making pronounce- 
ments while in a sleeplike stupor. 

The mild-mannered Cayce 
began life in Kentucky in 1877, 
the son of a farmer with a strong 
attachment to fundamentalist 
Christianity. Uneducated beyond the seventh grade, he was 
a sometime Sunday school teacher and insurance salesman- 
photographer when he suddenly lost his voice. Put into a 
hypnotic trance, he diagnosed and apparently cured his 
own ailment. In full voice again, he set out to learn what 
other wonders he could work while in the trance State. 

He soon discovered that 
he had a gift for healing oth- 
ers, and he began a remark- 
able new career as a medical 
diagnostician, prescribing 
cures for physical ailments 
while entranced. Sometimes 
he performed his "examina¬ 
tion" in person, sometimes 
across hundreds of miles with 
nothing but the unseen pa- 
tient's vital statistics to go by. 






French sdentist and philosopher 
Biaise Pascal was a prodigy in 
mathematics. By sixteen he had 
discovered what he caîled his 
"mysdc hexagram, " proposing the 
theorem on which projective 
geometry came to be based. 


Cayce would put himself into a 
trance, picture his "patient," 
and corne up with medical ad- 
vice that, if followed faithfully, 
reportedly produced genuine re- 
coveries in many cases. Later, 
as his famé grew, the sleeping 
prophet branched out from the 
treatment of physical ills and be¬ 
gan giving so-called life read- 
ings, in which he told of peo- 
ple's previous lives to help them 
better cope with the présent. 

Cayce identified the source 
of his knowledge as "the Akash- 
ic records," said to be a sort of cosmic register of ail phe- 
nomena throughout history. His own past, he said, included 
lives as a high priest in ancient Egypt, an early Christian, 
and a British soldier in prerevolutionary America. When 
giving a reading (and he gave some 2,500 during his ca¬ 
reer), Cayce put himself into a trance, after which the rele¬ 
vant information (name, birthdate, and a few personal de¬ 
tails) about the person Consulting him was read aloud by an 
assistant. With eyes closed the seer then gave his response. 

Often, he told of previous lives in the legendary lost 
land of Atlantis, though former Atlanteans were generally 
said to hâve had numerous intermediary existences before 
arriving in modem times. In one case, for example, Cayce 
told how a fourteen-year-old Alabama boy had served ear- 
lier as a wardrobe master to King Louis XIV-the Sun 
King-of France; a tradesman in classical Greece; an an¬ 
cient Egyptian priest; and, earliest of ail, an Atlantean 
prince who went by the name of Amiaie-Oulieb, whose un- 
timely death by drowning had kept him from ascending a 
royal throne. Another young boy's previous lives were 
traced through North America during the French and ’ndian 
War, Western Europe at the time of the Huns and Goths, 
ancient Egypt, and then on to Atlantis, where he had alleg- 
edly been among the libertines whose excesses of the flesh 
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had led to the island continents downfall and destruction. 

Like the Hindus and Buddhists, Cayce attached great 
signficance to the karma principle; evils in a past life must 
be paid for by mortal suffering in this one, and only récog¬ 
nition of one's past transgressions and a certain amount of 
atonement could bring relief. Cayce's life readings tended to 
divide ail problems into one of three kinds of karma, popu- 
larly described as boomerang karma, organismic karma, 
and symbolic karma. Typical of boomerang karma was the 
blind college professor, whom Cayce found to hâve been in 
a past life a Persian marauder in the habit of blinding vic- 
tims with a red-hot poker. The organismic karma of a past- 
life glutton might tum up in this life as a digestive disorder. 
And symbolic karma could take any number of subtle 
forms, from deafness in the person who turned a deaf ear to 
the sufferings of others in a past life to shortness of stature 
in one who may hâve been haughty. 

Cayce's followers, who preserve the archives of thou- 
sands of diagnoses and life readings at their Virginia Beach, 
Virginia, headquarters, say that some past-life identities 
hâve been historically verified. But other investigators, Ian 
Stevenson among them, maintain that such vérification of 
these alleged former incarnations is spotty at best. "In the 
vast majority of cases," he has noted, "it has not been pos¬ 
sible to trace the existence of the person mentioned or 
identified as having been in a previous existence the person 
for whom the reading was given." 

In recent years, the best-known exponent of réincar¬ 
nation révélations by trance médiums has probably been 
the actress Shirley MacLaine, an avid believer in numerous 
paranormal phenomena. The irrépressible MacLaine be- 
lieves that in one earlier life she was a Mongolian teenager, 
in another she was Louis XV's court jester, and in a third a 
prostitute—"it's no accident I played ail those hookers" in 
the movies, she has said. MacLaine, who has written sever- 
al books recounting her spiritual odyssey, daims to be in 
touch with "an astonishing and moving world of psychic 
phenomena where past lives, the existence of spirit guides, 
and the genuine immortality of the soûl... [are] more than 


concepts to me." She accepts karma as "a simple cosmic 
law that what you put out, you get back. One tries in each 
life to transcend prior failures." 

The pursuit of an explanation that ties up eveiy loose 
end in the vast literature of reincarnation has intensified in 
recent years, but it is still far from over. Indeed, the search 
may turn out to be a quest that has no end, an expédition 
into the unknowable where certainty will always be an elu- 
sive stranger. Dedicated researchers, of course, do not al- 
low such possibilities to deter them from trying, and so they 
go on comparing, theorizing, analyzing, and finally, yearn- 
ing for definitive proof or disproof. 

formidable number of scientific-minded investi¬ 
gators lean to cryptomnesia as at least a partial 
explanation for the origins of most reincarnation 
taies. Thanks to the unraveling of the celebrated 
Countess Maud story, and to the sleuthing that fi¬ 
nally solved the mysteiy of the Toronto man with the un- 
canny knowledge of ancient Oscan, we do know that the 
mind is able to store and absorb phénoménal amounts of 
material, putting it into a kind of personal Akashic record. 
There remains, of course, the question of why different in- 
dividuals store different kinds of arcane data. One explana¬ 
tion is that the mind selectively gathers the data that it 
transforms into "memories" on the basis of present-life 
traumas. In one case, for example, American psychologist 
Edwin Zolik showed that a man's story of a past-life career 
as a lonely nineteenth-centuiy riverman derived from a 
movie he had seen coupled with his own buried feelings of 
isolation from his parents. 

Finnish psychiatrist Reima Kampman shares this view. 
Kampman, who has conducted years of research into the 
origins of past-life expériences, is convinced that past- 
life régressions are explainable as an expression of 
"hypnotically-induced multiple personality." He has found 
in a large sample of volunteer students that 7 percent were 
able to produce past lives under hypnosis and that among 
the segment capable of going into deep trance, the percent- 
age of self-styled past-lifers swelled to forty-one. But most 
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of these subjects, when questioned thoroughly under hyp- 
nosis, were able to give Kampman enough dues to the ori- 
gins of these second selves that the psychiatrist could trace 
their stories to rather mundane contemporary sources. 
Kampman also demonstrated that the students who re- 
called past lives most readily were emotionally healthier 
and better adjusted than those who resisted the hypnotic 
expérience. He reasons that the egos of this réceptive group 
are secure enough to be able to tolerate the kind of mind 
adventure that might be threatening to people who are less 
sure of themselves. 

Ian Stevenson also crédits ciyptomnesia as "probably 
the principal explanation ... which must be excluded" be- 
fore any paranormal hypothèses are considered. 

He also rejects genetic or inherited 
memory—the idea developed by 
the pioneering Swiss psychia¬ 
trist Cari Jung that we are born 
with certain racial or familial 
memories, in the same 

Finnish psychiatrist Reima 
Kampman 1 s rcsearch makcs a 
strong case for cryptomnesia as 
the source of past-life memo¬ 
ries. Under hypnosis, some of 
his subjects hâve even re- 
called page numbers in 
books that were sourc¬ 
es for buried memories 
mistaken for earlier 
incarnations. 


way we are born with certain human instincts. To Steven- 
son's way of thinking, too many purported rebirths cross 
family and even cultural borders for that explanation to 
hold up. In addition, he doubts that ESP is responsible, be- 
cause few of the subjects hâve seemed to manifest any such 
gift, and because it fails to explain the presence of a skill 
like xenoglossy or the complex patterns of behavior that 
usually accompany past-life expériences. Possession, too, 
can be ruled out, according to Stevenson, for past-life mem¬ 
ories are too fragmentary; a person who is "possessed" by 
someone else would presumably know more about that 
other life than most subjects seem to. 

And so the tantalizing mystery of reincarnation seems 
for the moment to remain open. For the many individuals 
who steadfastly accept the proposition that the physical act 
of dying means utter extinction, that nature's iron laws 
leave no room for the survival of a spirit of any kind, the 
argument is at best irrelevant. Others, moved by curios- 
ity or hope, may eagerly welcome what Ian Stevenson, 
judicious as always, has called "a growing body of év¬ 
idence that permits a ratio- 
nal belief in réincarna¬ 
tion, even though 
this evidence 
falls far short 
of being dé¬ 
cisive." 













AlUieel ofLilc andDcalh 


In live is U suffcr, To die is tn bc 
born again and suller The cycle of life and death and réincarna¬ 
tion, kni'wn as Samsara, wheels endlessly, inexorably. Release 
cornes only through Enlightenment, the compassicnate awareness 
of the universal oneness ofall things. Enlightenment is the door te 
Nirvana, an escape from the wheel. a merging with the oneness. 

Thèse are tenets of Buddhism, which aise he lds that suffering 
cornes from the ego’s sclf-awareness. its illusion of a distinction 
between self and olher. The Buddha taught that no deity will aid 
the quest to shed such shackling illusion. Individuals détermine 
theirown fate, crealing with deedsand thoughts the karmic ledger 
governing progress toward Enlightenment. The journey may be in¬ 
calculable, requiring many successive lives in human and other 
forms, in this and other worlds 

Elégant in its simplicity, Buddhism has assumed omplexity in 
its 2,5' i')-year hist- >iy and its spread fr. .m India to. >ther lands. The 
rdigion often blended peacefully with preexisting faiths In Tibet, 
for example, it incorporated aspects ofan animistic religion called 
Bon Thus TibeUan Buddhism has corne to include intricate rituals 
and ceremonies and a panoply of heavens and hclls, gods and dé¬ 
mons Unperturhed by such paradoxical infusions, Buddhists note 
serenely that whatever the path to Enlightenment, the g« al is un- 
changing and inévitable 


In this Tibctan puinting, Wmw, Lcré vf Ch.fi ih, çrips thi. U'hccl Hx-a mim;. 
which dtf icis the cycle *>f daith mJ nNrth. At its center arc «j ptp, ,1 rester, *3 nJ 
d serpent, symh*ylliing ign»)rcncc, tlcsirv, vnd oggression. rcspectlvcfy. 
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A lama, or mrnk, pcrfvrms a /Vew Y car cercmony tto b*mish 
the démon of unmanagcahlc cço. Mystlcal p-wcr to nsft.1 cvil spirits 
supposcdJy investi cach detail of his dahorate costume. 


A rcminJtr of the hndy's Jmpcrmancncc, a human skull trimmtd in 
siJvcr (rightj, hoids ri tuai winc. which is used in initiation 
cérémonies for mvnks. This wssd is front the Potala Palac*. In Lhasa. 
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benceth nch/v embreildcrcd htfnçings 
in thc Prcpunjf Mtmattcry's Rtsh^~chïn HcU. Th «. fiflccnih 

century mvncstcjy is n%>rthwest «/(fit frvvn «/ Lhiis>n. 


A p*jinting <in c'/n/J» vJ tht m< J/Mf/nc Hu-Mht? «t n htus 
Stvf te typicul tanka, rUigirui ^rt uu.dby FuilJhists citS thcir 
méditation. This ptiintinÿ, by «7 Tibctün RwMhist 
mcnk. ornes frem KtstnutmiJu, Nt.p%il. 
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Ominaus Jrwldng bird~hccded ç*xb, missingcrs 
ofhighcr idcuics, arc cjmm.'/i figures in Tibilan art. Huddhists 
expict te mict them in thi nuhtmvrld, shnuld fait 
rojulre a temparary snfnum thcrc. 






A lama rca, 1s te e/,1 peuple frvm the Tibeten 
ef thi rcad, uaching what awai es them in the Partie, c shadcwy 
rvalm between diaih ami rebirth. Unlike ivt stem cultures , 
whlch fcarfully avrid the subject, fiuddhism 
torches thaï écath is but a naturel pragnssicn rf the seul. I\ying Is 
an art, fullv ctjuaJ te the art rftiving. T, die wcll 
anJ bravety, tn die transcending bedily pain and holding rtght 
thvughts, is te hilp assure c prapltious rebirth. 

Thus. dying va ms intensive study, espccJally amrng the elderly. 




In a ritual called the CelcsticI Buricl, c lema fec*ts «7 dismcmbcrcd crrj'se tr> vulturcs. Rcpelleni tr> «rnic wc.stcmcrs, fvr 
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